University of Wollongong

Research Online
University of Wollongong Thesis Collection

University of Wollongong Thesis Collections

2014

How do institutional forces shape HRM practices?
A study of tourist resorts in the Maldives
Ali Najeeb
University of Wollongong

Recommended Citation
Najeeb, Ali, How do institutional forces shape HRM practices? A study of tourist resorts in the Maldives, Doctor of Philosophy thesis,
School of Management, Operations and Marketing, University of Wollongong, 2014. http://ro.uow.edu.au/theses/4097

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the
University of Wollongong. For further information contact the UOW
Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

How do institutional forces shape HRM practices? A study of tourist
resorts in the Maldives

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements for the award of the degree
Doctor of Philosophy
from

University of Wollongong
by

Ali Najeeb
BA (Bus), MHRM (Merit)

School of Management, Operations and Marketing

May 2014

Thesis Certification

Certification
I, Ali Najeeb, declare that this thesis, submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements
for the award of Doctor of Philosophy, in the School of Management, Operations and
Marketing, University of Wollongong, is wholly my own work unless otherwise
referenced or acknowledged. The document has not been submitted for qualifications at
any other academic institution.

Ali Najeeb
12 May 2014

i

Table of Contents
Thesis Certification ........................................................................................................................................ i
Table of Contents........................................................................................................................................... ii
List of Figures ............................................................................................................................................. viii
List of Tables ................................................................................................................................................. ix
Glossary of terms used in the hotel industry in the Maldives .................................................................. x
Glossary of terms specific to the Islamic and Maldivian culture............................................................. x
List of Abbreviations.................................................................................................................................... xi
Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................................................... xiii
Dedication .................................................................................................................................................... xiv
Publications in support of this thesis......................................................................................................... xv

1.

2.

Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 1
1.1.

The shaping of HRM practices in organisations................................................................. 1

1.2.

Research questions ............................................................................................................. 4

1.3.

Research Objectives ........................................................................................................... 4

1.4.

Research methods ............................................................................................................... 5

1.5.

Research context: self-contained resorts in the Maldives................................................... 6

1.5.1.

The Maldives ............................................................................................................. 6

1.5.2

The tourism industry in the Maldives ............................................................................ 7

1.6.

Intended contribution of the study ...................................................................................... 9

1.7.

Outline of the study .......................................................................................................... 12

1.8.

Summary .......................................................................................................................... 14

Literature review: Institutional theory, strategic choice and HRM ................................... 15
2.1.

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 15

2.2.

Institutional theory ........................................................................................................... 16

2.2.1.

The development of institutional theory.................................................................. 16

2.2.2.

‘Old institutionalism’ versus ‘new institutionalism’ ............................................... 17

2.2.3.

Institutional theory and HRM/IHRM link ............................................................... 19

2.3.

Institutional forces and HRM ........................................................................................... 20

2.3.1.

Coercive institutional forces and HRM ................................................................... 22

2.3.1.1.

Employment policies, laws and regulations........................................................ 22

2.3.1.2.

Trade unions and HRM....................................................................................... 25

2.3.1.3.

Works councils ................................................................................................... 27

2.3.1.4.

Internal coercive isomorphism............................................................................ 29

2.3.2.
2.3.2.1.

Normative institutional forces and HRM ................................................................ 30
Education and training systems .......................................................................... 31

ii

2.3.2.2.

Professional associations and networks.............................................................. 32

2.3.2.3.

Corporate culture as an internal normative integration mechanism ................... 34

2.3.2.4.

Expatriates as an internal normative integration mechanism ............................. 36

2.3.2.5.

Professionalization in highly institutionalised professions ................................ 38

2.3.3.

3.

Mimetic forces and HRM ....................................................................................... 39

2.3.3.1.

Outcome-based imitation ................................................................................... 40

2.3.3.2.

Frequency-based imitation ................................................................................. 41

2.3.3.3.

Trait-based imitation .......................................................................................... 42

2.4.

Strategic responses to institutional pressures ................................................................... 44

2.5.

Predictors of strategic responses ...................................................................................... 50

2.6.

Human agency ................................................................................................................. 56

2.6.1.

HR actors ................................................................................................................ 56

2.6.2.

Non-managerial employees .................................................................................... 59

2.7.

Ownership: locally owned versus foreign owned enterprises .......................................... 62

2.8.

Summary .......................................................................................................................... 67

Research methods ................................................................................................................... 68
3.1.

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 68

3.2.

Choice of methods – interpretative or qualitative research .............................................. 69

3.3.

Interpretative case study as a research strategy................................................................ 72

3.3.1.

Selection of cases .................................................................................................... 73

3.3.1.1.

Criterion sampling .............................................................................................. 74

3.3.1.2.

Snowball sampling technique ............................................................................. 75

3.3.1.3.

Opportunistic sampling technique ...................................................................... 75

3.3.2.

Number of cases...................................................................................................... 76

3.4.

Summary of the resort profiles......................................................................................... 76

3.5.

Data collection ................................................................................................................. 77

3.5.1.

Primary data – Interviews and observations ........................................................... 78

3.5.2.

Selection of participants – key informants .............................................................. 81

3.5.3.

Secondary data – documentary sources .................................................................. 84

3.6.

Data analysis .................................................................................................................... 85

3.7.

Evaluating the research design ......................................................................................... 87

3.7.1.

Credibility ............................................................................................................... 89

3.7.2.

Transferability ......................................................................................................... 89

3.7.3.

Dependability .......................................................................................................... 90

3.7.4.

Confirmability......................................................................................................... 91

3.8.

Potential limitations concerning methods ........................................................................ 92

3.9.

Ethical considerations ...................................................................................................... 92

iii

3.10.

4.

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 93

Coercive institutional forces and strategic responses ........................................................... 94
4.1.

Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 94

4.2.

Employment law and strategic responses – the dominance of decoupling ....................... 95

4.2.1.

Acquiescence – rhetorical commitment .................................................................. 95

4.2.2.

Ceremonial compliance – low degree of institutionalisation .................................. 97

4.2.3.

Strategic compliance – a ‘cherry picking’ approach ............................................... 98

4.2.4.

Interpreting the employment law – managerial determined opportunism ............. 100

4.2.4.1.

Employee probation and termination ................................................................ 100

4.2.4.2.

Employment agreements and job descriptions.................................................. 101

4.2.4.3.

Working hours and breaks ................................................................................ 102

4.2.4.4.

Annual leave and travel tickets ......................................................................... 103

4.2.4.5.

Discriminatory practices – pay, meals and recruitment .................................... 104

4.2.5.
4.2.5.1.

Service charges and overtime allowances......................................................... 105

4.2.5.2.

Friday and public holidays ................................................................................ 107

4.2.5.3.

Annual leave ..................................................................................................... 107

4.2.5.4.

Bargaining with the government – a political process ...................................... 108

4.2.6.

Playing games with the government – buffer and concealment tactics ................. 111

4.2.7.

Collective strategic responses – active development of the context...................... 112

4.3.

Response to other relevant laws – compliance and active development ........................ 112

4.4.

Foreign employment regulation and strategic responses – decoupling .......................... 113

4.4.1.

Parity provision: balancing the recruitment of locals and expatriates ................... 116

4.5.

The impact of the new constitution – employee strikes ................................................. 117

4.6.

Employee associations and strategic responses – avoidance strategies .......................... 119

4.7.

Formalisation-based parent control and responses – following religiously.................... 122

4.8.

Rationales for strategic responses – legitimacy and efficiency ...................................... 125

4.8.1.

Establish and maintain reputation – seeking external legitimacy .......................... 125

4.8.2.

Employee pressure – seeking employee legitimacy .............................................. 127

4.8.3.

Business case – strategic and operational reasons ................................................. 128

4.9.

5.

Bargaining with employees – sugar-coating the facts ........................................... 105

Chapter summary ........................................................................................................... 130

Normative forces and strategic responses ........................................................................... 135
5.1.

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 135

5.2.

National education and training systems: far from perfection ........................................ 135

5.2.1.

Secondary and tertiary education and training ...................................................... 136

5.2.2.

Government HRD interventions ............................................................................ 137

iv

5.3.
5.3.1.

HR department and HR expertise ......................................................................... 139

5.3.2.

In-house training institutes.................................................................................... 140

5.3.3.

Third party training providers and HR consultants ............................................... 141

5.3.4.

Cross-exposure training and exchange programs ................................................. 141

5.3.5.

Sourcing and transfer of professional expatriates ................................................. 143

5.3.6.

Sourcing locals – balancing between professionals and fresh graduates .............. 146

5.3.7.

Succession planning – localisation initiatives ....................................................... 148

5.3.8.

Market and contextual drivers of HR responses ................................................... 151

5.3.9.

Section summary................................................................................................... 152

5.4.

Professional networks: significantly informal ............................................................... 153

5.4.1.

Internal peer learning networks in large hotel chains ........................................... 154

5.4.2.

Use of formal networks for multi-purposes .......................................................... 156

5.4.3.

Informal networks – prevalent in managers in small hotel chains ........................ 157

5.4.4.

HR practices widely shared among network actors .............................................. 158

5.4.5.

Network relationships - between local and international hotel chains .................. 159

5.4.6.

Network facilitators - managerial mobility and government programs ................ 160

5.4.7.

Section summary................................................................................................... 162

5.5.

Corporate culture – a driver of HRM practices .............................................................. 162

5.5.1.

Interactions and integration................................................................................... 163

5.5.2.

Differentiation and control .................................................................................... 165

5.5.3.

Constraints and resistance ..................................................................................... 167

5.5.4.

Section summary................................................................................................... 168

5.6.

Local workforce characteristics and managerial ideologies - perceptions ..................... 169

5.6.1.

Local perception towards resort employment: social stigma ................................ 173

5.6.2.

Managerial responses to social stigma .................................................................. 174

5.6.3.

Section summary................................................................................................... 175

5.7.

6.

Resort managers’ responses - ‘make rather than buy’ ................................................... 138

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 176

Mimetic forces and strategic responses ............................................................................... 178
6.1.

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 178

6.2.

Foreign entrants and new players - competition ............................................................ 178

6.2.1.

Leasing out to international management contract and rebranding ...................... 179

6.2.2.

Labour market competition – competing for skilled employees ........................... 180

6.3.

Uncertainty – dynamic nature of the industry and source markets ................................ 181

6.4.

Strategic response to mimetic pressure: imitation.......................................................... 183

6.4.1.

Outcome-based imitation – benchmarking ........................................................... 184

6.4.2.

Trait-based imitation – based on proximity and service levels ............................. 185

v

6.4.3.
6.5.

Avenues through which mimetic behaviour occurs – diffusion mechanisms................. 188

6.5.1.

Employee mobility and professional networks ..................................................... 188

6.5.2.

Chain-based management structures ..................................................................... 189

6.5.3.

Industry associations ............................................................................................. 191

6.6.

7

Frequency-based imitation – fashion and fads ...................................................... 186

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 192

Discussion ............................................................................................................................... 194
7.1

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 194

7.2. Institutional forces................................................................................................................. 194
7.2.1

Coercive institutional forces ...................................................................................... 196

7.2.2

Normative institutional forces.................................................................................... 197

7.2.3

Mimetic institutional forces ....................................................................................... 198

7.3. Strategic responses: the role of HR actors ............................................................................ 199
7.3.1. Responses to coercive forces ......................................................................................... 199
7.3.2. Responses to normative forces ...................................................................................... 202
7.3.3. Responses to mimetic forces ......................................................................................... 204
7.3.4. The role of employees ................................................................................................... 205
7.4. HR practices .......................................................................................................................... 207
7.5. Motivation for the adoption of HR responses: legitimacy or efficiency? ............................. 209
7.6

Summary of key inferences from research questions one and two................................. 211

7.7. Institutional forces and HR responses: similar or different? ................................................. 213
7.7.1. Institutional forces ......................................................................................................... 213
7.7.1.1

Pattern 1: largely similar coercive institutional forces ...................................... 213

7.7.1.2

Pattern 2: Diversity in formal control, normative and mimetic forces.............. 213

7.7.2

Strategic responses ..................................................................................................... 214

7.7.2.1

Pattern 1: similarity in strategic responses........................................................ 214

7.7.2.2

Pattern 2: diversity in responses – local vs. international hotel chains ............. 214

7.7.2.3

Pattern 3: diversity in responses - international high-end vs. the rest ............... 215

7.7.3

HRM practices ........................................................................................................... 216

7.7.3.1

Pattern 1: similarity in HRM practices ............................................................. 216

7.7.3.2

Pattern 2: diversity in HRM practices – local vs. international hotel chains .... 217

7.7.3.3

Pattern 3: diversity in HRM practices – international high-end vs. the rest ..... 217

7.7.4. Why diversity expected? ............................................................................................... 218
7.7.5. Why convergence? ........................................................................................................ 220
7.7.6

Concluding remarks on similarity and diversity ........................................................ 226

7.7.7

Summary of key inferences from research question three ......................................... 227

7.8. Major recurring themes ......................................................................................................... 230

vi

7.8.1. Dynamic nature of institutional context, strategic responses and practices .................. 230
7.8.2. Decoupling .................................................................................................................... 230
7.9. A model of institutional forces shaping HRM practices ....................................................... 231
7.10. Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 234

8 Summary and conclusion ........................................................................................................... 235
8.1

Introduction .................................................................................................................... 235

8.2

Summary of the findings ................................................................................................ 235

8.3

Evaluation of the research contributions ........................................................................ 236

8.3.1

Theoretical contributions ........................................................................................... 236

8.3.2

Methodological strengths .......................................................................................... 240

8.4

Policy and managerial implications ............................................................................... 241

8.4.1

Policy implications .................................................................................................... 241

8.4.2

Managerial implications ............................................................................................ 244

8.5

Limitations and directions for future research ............................................................... 246

8.6

Summary and Conclusion .............................................................................................. 248

References ....................................................................................................................................... 250

Appendix A: Interview Guide / Protocol...................................................................................... 270
Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet ................................................................................ 272
Appendix C: Consent Form .......................................................................................................... 273
Appendix D: Summary of Interviewees’ Profile ......................................................................... 274

vii

List of Figures
Figure 1.1: The structure of the thesis............................................................................. 13
Figure 3.1: Outline of the research methods ................................................................... 68
Figure 3.2: Research design ............................................................................................ 74
Figure 4.1: Workload comparison of resort workers and public servants .................... 108
Figure 5.1: Resort workforce composition (2010) ........................................................ 144
Figure 5.2: Resort managers’ work experience ............................................................ 161
Figure 6.1: The relationship between case study resorts and hotel chains ................... 190
Figure 7.1: The types of strategic responses to institutional forces .............................. 202
Figure 7.2: Responses to a weak educational system, and professionalization ............ 203
Figure 7.3: Empirical classification of resorts in this study .......................................... 227
Figure 7.4: A model of shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the Maldives ............. 233
Figure 8.1: Key contributions from research questions one and two............................ 238
Figure 8.2: Key contributions from research question three......................................... 239

viii

List of Tables
Table 2-1: Mechanisms of institutional isomorphic change ........................................... 21
Table 2-2: A continuum of strategic responses to institutional pressures....................... 45
Table 2-3: Antecedents of strategic responses ................................................................ 50
Table 3-1: Structural profile of the resorts ...................................................................... 77
Table 3-2: Research areas, sources of data, and the methods of data collection ............ 78
Table 3-3: Number of interviews with participants in the seven case sites .................... 83
Table 3-4: Explanation of case study analysis techniques .............................................. 85
Table 3-5: Strategies for assessing research quality ....................................................... 88
Table 4-1: Sources of coercive forces in the resort sector in the Maldives .................. 130
Table 4-2: Strategic responses to coercive institutional pressures ................................ 133
Table 5-1: Profile of resorts .......................................................................................... 140
Table 5-2: Contextual and market drivers and HR response ........................................ 152
Table 5-3: National education and training system and HR responses......................... 153
Table 5-4: Corporate culture and HR practices............................................................. 169
Table 5-5: Local workforce characteristics and managerial responses ......................... 176
Table 5-6: Sources of normative isomorphic forces and mechanisms .......................... 176
Table 6-1: Attraction and retention strategies presented in the findings ...................... 181
Table 6-2: Attraction and retention strategies not presented in the findings ................ 181
Table 6-3: Sources of mimetic forces and mechanisms in the resort sector ................. 192
Table 7-1: The nature and strength of institutional forces ............................................ 195
Table 7-2: Factors influencing HRM practices in resorts ............................................. 221

ix

Glossary of terms used in the hotel industry in the Maldives
Associate

Employees

Chief of the village

General manager

Dynamosphere
Family

Resort supervisors and managers
Employees

Gentle member

Guests

Gentle organisers

Employees

Holhuashi

A hut where staff often gather to have chat and fun

Host climate survey

Employee survey

Hosts

Employees

Mr Friday

Butler

Retreat

Resort

Team

A variable component of resort workers’ monthly pay
based on the service charge levied on guests by resorts.
Employees

Team

Employees within a specific department

Village

Resort

Service charge benefits

Glossary of terms specific to the Islamic and Maldivian culture
Circumcision leave
Friday
Hajj and Umra
(pilgrimage) leave
Prayer break time
Ramadan bonus

Five days leave granted for employees on the occasion of the
circumcision of a son.
A holy day in Islamic culture, which is a public holiday
A leave granted for Muslim employees to attend annual Hajj
or Umra (pilgrimage)
15 minutes break time given to perform prayer every prayer
time during the working hours
A bonus given to all Muslim employees in the eve of holy
month of Ramadan in Islamic calendar

x

List of Abbreviations
CEO

Chief Executive Officer

CSR

Corporate Social Responsibility

CVPHR

Corporate Vice President Human Resources

DNP

Department of National Planning

EU

European Union

F&B

Food and Beverage

GDP

Gross Domestic Products

GM

General Manager

GO

Government Official

HoD

Head of Department

HPWP

High Performance Work Practice

HQ

Headquarters

HR

Human Resources

HRCM

Human Rights Commission of the Maldives

HRD

Human Resource Development

HRINZ

Human Resource Institute of New Zealand

HRM

Human Resource Management

IHRM

International Human Resource Management

IIP

Investors in People

ILO

International Labour Organisation

INE

Industry Expert

IR

Industrial Relations

JV

Joint Venture

LRA

Labour Relations Authority

MATI

Maldives Association of Tourism Industry

MNC

Multinational Corporation

MoFA

Ministry of Foreign Affairs

MP

Member of Parliament

MT

Management Team

MTAC

Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture

MTCA

Ministry of Tourism and Civil Aviation

PR

Public Relations
xi

PS

Permanent Secretary

RM

Resident Manager

R&R

Rest and recreation leave

RQ

Research Question

SC

Service Charge

SG

Secretary General

SME

Small and Medium Enterprise

SOP

Standard Operating Procedure

TEAM

Tourism Employee Association of Maldives

TMT

Top Management Team

TQM

Total Quality Management

TVET

Technical and Vocational Education and Training

UAE

United Arab Emirates

UK

United Kingdom

US

United States

VP

Vice President

WTTC

World Travel and Tourism Council

xii

Acknowledgements

“He who tries hard will find his reward”. This Arabic saying has been a great source of
strength in my academic life since secondary school days. The four years of my PhD
journey is not an exception. During this journey, I have received support from many
people and organisations. I would like to thank all who helped me through this
demanding and challenging journey.
First, I would like to thank my supervisors, Professor Mary Barrett and Dr. Peter
McLean for their advice, guidance and encouragement. Mary and Peter, you each had
your own way of motivating and guiding me throughout this journey. You have never
let me feel that ‘I cannot do this’. Thank you for having such high expectations of me
and encouraging me to complete this research. Your confidence in me boosted my
confidence.
Second, I would like to acknowledge the participants of this study, namely: managers
and employees of the seven resorts selected for this study and various stakeholders who
participated in my research. Thank you for sharing the story of your company and your
working life. I would like to thank all those who helped me get access to these
wonderful people and resorts.
Third, I would also like to thank the Australian Government for awarding me the
prestigious Endeavour Postgraduate Award to undertake my PhD. Besides the funding,
the professional development and networking exercises have been very helpful
throughout this journey. Thank you, the wonderful people in Austraining International.
You looked after me very well!
Finally, I express my gratitude to my wife Amath for her patience, understanding,
support and encouragement throughout this journey. You always offer your shoulder to
lean on when I feel down about myself. I thank you for our fascinating discussions
about the academic and real life issues. Having a partner with whom I could share and
seek support for academic, professional and personal issues is a real blessing from God.
I am grateful to our son Naheek growing along my PhD from a jovial baby to a little
xiii

philosopher. I am thankful to my parents, siblings and in-laws for their continuing
support, encouragement and interest in my academic endeavours. I am also thankful to
all my friends and well-wishers for their encouragement.
Ali Najeeb
February 2014

Dedication

This thesis is dedicated to:
My parents – who always believed that I could succeed in anything I put my mind to
and did all it took to make me a better person.
My siblings – most of whom did not have the opportunity to pursue secondary and
tertiary education with my parents having to spend for my education.
To my wife and son – who stood firmly behind me throughout this journey.

xiv

Publications in support of this thesis
Najeeb, A. (2014), ‘Not for us, but for them’: Hospitality industry stakeholder views on
design and implementation challenges of Maldivian employment legislation, Labour and
Industry, Vol.24, No.2, pp.124-145.
Najeeb, A. (2013), Institutional perspectives in HRM and MNC research: A review of key
concepts, International Journal of Employment Studies, Vol.21, No.2, pp.79-100.
Najeeb, A. (2013), The role of HR actors in designing and implementing HRM in resorts in
the Maldives, Employee Relations, Vol.35, No.6, pp.593-612.
Najeeb, A. (2013), Institutional Theory and HRM. Being Practical with Theory: A Window
into Business Research. Hassan, H. Wollongong, THEORI Research Group, Faculty of
Business, University of Wollongong, Australia.
Najeeb, A. and McLean, P. (2013), HR responses to Maldivian employment legislation.
Paper presented at the 19th International Employee Relations (IERA) Conference, Macau,
7th-11th July 2013.
Najeeb, A. (2013), Design and implementation challenges of Maldivian employment
legislation from tourism industry stakeholder perspective. Paper presented at the 19th
International Employee Relations (IERA) Conference, Macau, 7th-11th July 2013.
Najeeb, A. (2012), Interactions between HR and line managers in the implementation of
HRM. Paper presented at the 12th Pacific Employee Relations (PERA) Conference, Hervey
Bay, Australia, 19th-21st November 2012.
Najeeb, A. (2011), HRM in Paradise: Similar or Different? A study of tourist resorts in the
Maldives, Employment Relations Record, Vol.11, No.1, pp.1-18.
Najeeb, A. (2011), The status of migrant workers in the Maldives: Precarious workers’ or
labour aristocrats? , Employment Relations Record, Vol.11, No.2, pp.33-55.
Najeeb, A. (2011), HRM practices in resorts in the Maldives. Paper presented at the 11th
Pacific Employee Relations (PERA) Conference, Gold Coast, Australia, 14th-17th November
2011.

xv

Abstract
Using institutional theory, this thesis investigates how human resource management
(HRM) practices are shaped in self-contained tourist resorts in the Maldives. It does so
by comparing case study evidence of the role of resort managers in responding to the
institutional forces in relation to HRM practices in international hotel chains and local
resorts in the Maldives.
The key findings of the study demonstrate there are a number of coercive, normative
and mimetic institutional forces impacting on how tourist resorts manage people in the
Maldives. There is a high level of interplay between these institutional forces and HR
actors (resort managers). HR actors are strategic, creative and opportunistic in managing
the institutional environment. They make strategic choices in responding to these forces.
These choices range from passive compliance to active resistance. The findings show
that HR actors’ strategic responses to institutional pressures are frequently challenged
by the strategies of non-managerial employees. Empowered by newly found
employment rights, non-managerial employees put pressure on managers to comply
with the laws and regulations in their favour using both individual actions such as
employee turnover and collective actions such as petitions and employee strikes. HRM
practices emerge in the relationship or the high level of interaction among the
institutional environment and different actors. The findings also highlight that the
shaping and reshaping of HRM practices is not a straightforward process. Resort
managers deal with the plethora of institutional requirements, stakeholder preferences
and divergent organisational interests with difficulty.
The findings show that both local resorts and international hotel chains face largely a
similar set of institutional pressures. However, formal control and normative integration
mechanisms are more prevalent in international hotel chains than local hotel chains.
Three broad patterns emerge in strategic responses and HRM practices adopted in
resorts. They are: (1) similarity across the resorts; (2) diversity between local resorts and
international hotel chains (ownership type); and (3) diversity between international
high-end resorts and the rest of the resorts (market orientation). The thesis outlines
reasons for each of these patterns.
xvi

The study advances the institutional perspective of business strategies and HRM
practices by showing how HR actors make strategic choices in relation to HRM
practices in responding to institutional forces. By comparing strategic responses and
HRM practices in local resorts and international hotel chains, the study also contributes
to one of the key international human resource management (IHRM) debates about the
extent to which foreign-owned multinational corporation (MNC) subsidiaries diverge
from or converge to local firms with respect to their HRM practices. The thesis also has
practical implications as it furthers our understanding of the challenges of the
institutional environment and how organisations cope with these challenges. It
particularly cautions managers about the use of managerial decoupling strategies in
relation to institutional pressures and HRM practices especially in tight labour market
contexts.
Key words: Institutional theory, strategic choice, Maldives, hospitality industry, resorts,
HRM, HR actors.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1.

The shaping of HRM practices in organisations

Institutional theory suggests that organisational practices such as human resource
management (HRM) are shaped by the institutional environment in which they are
embedded (Boon et al., 2009; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Organisations operating in
the same organisational field adopt similar policies and practices to manage their
employees as organisations conform to institutional pressure in order to seek legitimacy
(Tsai, 2010). Institutional theory has been advocated as “a better way to understand the
shaping of HR policies and practices in different settings” (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003,
p.56) because it: (1) adequately takes institutional differences into account; (2) draws
our attention towards “a more interactive level between the organisation and the
environment” (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003, p.67); and (3) offers a dynamic analysis of
HRM in a change context (Purcell, 1999). The institutional perspective “make[s] us
more conscious of the role and effect of taken-for-granted assumptions and mimetic,
normative and regulatory mechanisms in the wider context” (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003,
p.67).
However, institutional forces are not deterministic, and organisations can seek to create
leeway in selecting HRM practices themselves (Boon et al., 2009). Oliver (1997) argues
that this scope for flexibility is possible even if the organisation operates in a highly
institutionalised environment, and that achieving the appropriate degree of adaptation to
an institutional environment can be a source of competitive advantage. This means that
HRM practices are shaped by both institutional forces and internal dynamics
(Greenwood and Hinings, 1996). The institutional pressures are mediated by the active
role of decision makers (Colomy, 1998) such as managers (HR actors) in organisations.
HR actors interpret their institutional environment and select responses on their
perceived institutional demands (Hitt and Tyler, 1991). However, the HR actor’s role in
interpreting the institutional environment has not received much attention (Watson,
2004). Understanding the complex relationship of HRM policies and practices and the
institutional environment will benefit from a more detailed and in-depth analysis of the
process in which HR actors actively respond to the institutional pressures (Boon et al.,
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2009; Farndale and Paauwe, 2007; Ferner et al., 2005; Tempel et al., 2006). Therefore,
the HR actor’s role as the interpreter, sense maker and implementer of the institutional
requirements requires further theoretical and empirical development (van Gestel and
Nyberg, 2009).
Budhwar and Debrah (2009) observe that in recent years there has been a rising interest
in HRM throughout the world, however, the majority of HRM research has been
undertaken in advanced industrial countries and little has been written about HRM in
developing world in general and small developing economies such as the Maldives in
particular. In order for HRM research to make a genuine contribution, there is a need to
contemplate whether the theories and methodologies developed in mature Western
countries are applicable to the distinctive nature of the developing world (Wright et al.,
2005). Although there have been institutional and HRM studies conducted in the
context of Europe and Far Eastern countries focused on the impacts of institutional
context on HR practices such as recruitment and selection, training and development,
performance appraisal and compensation (see, Decramer et al., 2012; Gooderham et al.,
1999; Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Tregaskis, 1997), there are not many studies in the
context of countries in transition. Ingram and Silveram (2002) argue that institutions are
regarded as background conditions and taken-for-granted in developed countries where
institutions are well developed. However, HRM and institutional research in the context
of developing countries could push institutions to the forefront thereby making the
research novel (Budhwar and Debrah, 2009).
The science and practices of HRM in some industries have not been well understood
(Tsai, 2010). Tourism is one such industry (Baum, 2007). Baum and Szivas (2008,
p.784) argue that “tourism is an important area of economic activity within many
countries in both developed and developing worlds”. However, “tourism’s human
resource issues are poorly conceptualised” (Liu and Wall, 2006, p.162). Therefore, the
study of HRM in tourism is important to both the fields of HRM and tourism research.
Although in recent years there has been a rise in interest in the theoretical, empirical and
practical aspects of HRM in tourism industry in developing countries (Baum, 2007),
HRM research in self-contained resorts in the tourism industry is scarce. One of the
problems with empirical HRM research in the tourism industry has been that it has
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largely treated all sectors of tourism as a generic unit, viewing them in a relatively
homogeneous manner (Knox, 2002). As tourism is “a fragmented and diverse industry”
(Baum and Szivas, 2008, p.786) with different sub-sectors each operating in an
autonomous manner, significant differences exist in HRM among these sub-sectors
(Head and Lucas, 2004). Thus, there is a need to study HRM in relation to specific
sectors of the tourism industry in order to recognise these differences in managing
people.
Guerrier and Deery (1998) point out that the two recurring questions in HRM research
in the hospitality industry are: (1) to what extent the job of hospitality managers are
influenced by the context of the environment; and (2) to what extent do hospitality
managers engage in strategic choice? After more than a decade of HRM research in the
hospitality industry since this observation, these questions still dominate the hospitality
HRM research agenda. Although strategy related theories have been used to explore
these questions, institutional theory has rarely been applied in HRM research in the
context of the tourism industry (Sheehan and Presenza, 2011). It could be because the
hospitality industry is a profit making sector, and is not regarded as a highly
institutionalised setting whereas institutional research has largely been carried out in the
context of public sector organisations, and in highly institutionalised settings (Ashworth
et al., 2009; Boselie et al., 2003). However, in order to gain insight into the contextual
understanding of HRM (Paauwe, 2004) in the tourism industry, there is a need to apply
institutional theory which could account for both the institutional forces and strategic
choices managers make in relation to HRM. Institutional theory is the main theoretical
perspective used in this study since it helps shed light on the development and
implementation of HRM practices in organisations as a result of influence from other
organisations and the internal organisation.
Recognising the gaps in HRM in context, and in understanding the institutionorganisation-HRM nexus, the broad research problem that this study seeks to address is:
How do institutional forces and HR actors shape HRM practices in tourist
resorts in the Maldives?
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1.2.

Research questions

In order to address the broad research problem stated above, an extensive and critical
review of the literature in Chapter 2 resulted in the emergence of three research
questions that are listed below:
RQ 1: How do institutional forces affect the shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the
Maldives?
RQ 2: How do HR actors in resorts in the Maldives respond to institutional forces?
RQ 3: To what extent do institutional forces, strategic responses, and HRM practices
vary between resorts that belong to international hotel chains and local resorts in the
Maldives?

1.3.

Research Objectives

In order to answer the three research questions and thus address the broad research
problem, the specific objectives of this study are:
1. To gain a contextualized understanding of the effect of institutional forces on the
HRM practices in self-contained tourist resorts in the Maldives (Research Question
one). Specifically:
o To gain an insight into the institutional mechanisms (coercive, normative and
mimetic).
o To make potential theoretical contributions to institutional theory and HRM.
2. To gain insight into how resort managers respond to institutional pressures (Research
Question two). Specifically:
o To gain insight into the interactions between the institutional environment and
HR actors.
o To gain insight into the strategic choices HR actors make and HRM practices
they enact as a result of these interactions.
o To extend Oliver’s (1991) framework of strategic responses to institutional
pressures.
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3. To compare and contrast the findings of the RQ1 and RQ2 in order to understand the
reasons for the similarities or differences that exist between local resorts and
international hotel chains (Research Question three).
4. To strengthen the study of HRM practices in organisations, especially in lesser
known national contexts, through the use of institutional theory.
5. To identify the theoretical, managerial, policy and practical implications of the study.

1.4.

Research methods

In seeking to answer the three research questions, the study adopts a qualitative research
design with multiple case studies, detailed in Chapter 3. A multiple-case study approach
was used as this approach is preferred to address ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Yin,
2003). Case study is a “research strategy that examines, through the use of a variety of
data sources, a phenomenon in its naturalistic context, with the purpose of ‘confronting’
theory with the empirical world” (Piekkari et al., 2009, p.569).
A multiple case study design based on seven cases was adopted as analytic inferences
arising independently from two or more cases are often considered more powerful than
those arising out of a single case (Yin, 2003). Analysis based on over five cases has the
potential for a high level of applicability of findings generated, as it enables one to test
explanations and models through a ‘replication logic’ across cases (Eisenhardt, 1989).
As the case studies involve four local resorts and three international hotel chains, the
method also helped compare and contrast cases and test the relevance of arguments
across different types of organisations within a specific tourism sector. Resorts for the
study were selected purposefully (Eisenhardt, 1989), using snowball sampling, criterion
sampling and opportunistic sampling techniques (Patton, 2002). The reasons for
selecting self-contained resorts in this study are detailed in the next section. Cases from
a single industry were selected because institutional norms and organisational structure,
strategies and practices are industry or sector specific (Scott, 2008). Data for the study
were collected through in-depth interviews with different levels of managers and
employees in the selected resorts. In addition, contextual interviews were also
conducted with relevant stakeholders. Furthermore, documentary evidence was
collected from numerous sources. Documents included letters, memoranda, agendas,
announcements, minutes of meetings, proposals, progress reports, parent company’s
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best practice guidelines, employee handbooks, leaflets and brochures for tourists,
reviews and other information on TripAdvisor threads, and newspaper and other articles
that appeared in the mass media or company websites. The interviews were guided by
an interview protocol. Data were analysed using techniques such as coding, clustering,
matrices and pattern matching.
Although the study focuses on institutional forces and strategic choices (and the role of
HR actors) in the shaping of HRM, the analysis is based at the sub unit level as resorts
are subsidiaries of their parent companies. Rupidara and McGraw (2011, p.175) argue
that “HRM configuration is not just about system design issues but is also about
adaptations, routines, modifications, and changes to the systems that are worked out
over time by ‘actors’”. With this in mind, the major focus in this study is on the
implementation, adaptation and perceptions of HRM practices involving HR managers,
line managers and employees. Due to the exploratory nature of this study, the HRM
practices to be investigated were not delineated or circumscribed.

1.5.

Research context: self-contained resorts in the Maldives

To address the research problem empirically, it was decided to focus the research both
in functional and geographical terms. Thus, this study uses seven self-contained tourist
resorts as empirical sites and the tourism industry in the Maldives as an organisational
field.

1.5.1. The Maldives
The Republic of Maldives is an archipelago with approximately 1190 tiny, low-lying
coral islands stretched across the equator in the Indian Ocean, with an entire territorial
size of 859,000 square kilometres. Only 192 islands are inhabited. The Maldives is a
homogeneous society with approximately 310,000 people who belong to a common
race, Maldivian; embrace the same culture and religion, Islam; and speak a common
local language, Dhivehi (Department of National Planning [DNP], 2012). Islam forms
the basis of all institutional arrangements in the Maldives. The Maldives today is a
liberal democracy. The democratisation process began in the mid-2000s. Since then
significant economic, social and political/legal changes have taken place. A new
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Constitution was enacted in 2008, and the first multi-party election was held in the same
year. The first ever employment legislation was also enacted in 2008. The influence of
Islam on tourism, particularly its influence on women’s employment in the Maldivian
tourism industry has been studied by Shakeela and her colleagues (Shakeela et al.,
2010). Similarly, scholars such as Didi (2013) have studied the political changes in the
Maldives. However, these scholars have not addressed how these changes impact on
organisational processes. As the institutional environment in the Maldives is in flux, the
change in one institutional arena can impact on the other, and organisations. As a result,
the Maldives is a suitable site to study how institutional forces affect HRM practices in
organisations.

1.5.2

The tourism industry in the Maldives

Tourism is the major economic activity in the Maldives. The tourism industry in the
Maldives, has for a very long time been, considered synonymous with resorts because
resorts provide 82.2% of tourism beds in the Maldives (Ministry of Tourism, Arts and
Culture, [MTAC], 2012). The development of the tourism industry gained momentum
in 1972 following the development of two resorts with a total bed capacity of 280 beds
and the arrival of more than 100 tourists. As from the early 1980s, by law tourists are
prohibited from staying in locally inhabited islands other than the capital island, Male’,
and in safari dhonis (boats), 101 islands have been developed as self-contained tourist
resorts, and 76 islands are under construction for the resort development (MTAC,
2012). This policy is based on the ‘enclave tourism philosophy’ (Sathiendrakumar and
Tisdell, 1988) meaning these resort islands are off limits to the indigenous people unless
they are employed in a resort (Shakeela et al., 2010). There are two major interrelated
objectives of this policy: (1) limiting the influence of tourism on the local community;
and (2) developing brand exclusivity (the Maldives as a high-end and upper market
destination) and maintaining the quality of the tourism product (Ministry of Tourism
and Civil Aviation [MTCA], 2007). The government amended the ‘one-island-oneresort’ policy in 2008 under the new vision of rapid tourism expansion to allow for hotel
and resorts to be developed on inhabited islands (MTAC, 2012).
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In 2011, of the 101 resorts registered, 47% were operated by local companies, 19% by
foreign companies and 34% by local and foreign joint venture (JV) companies (MTAC,
2012). In 2013, the Maldives had received one million international tourists – more than
triple the Maldivian population (Naif, 2013). European long-haul tourists still are the
leading market generator for the country; they accounted for 51.2% of total tourist
arrivals in 2011. However, tourist arrivals from the Asian market show the highest
growth (MTAC, 2012).
As the Maldives is highly dependent on tourism, the strong tourism growth is reflected
in tourism’s significant contribution to the economy. In 2011, the industry contributed
30% to GDP, 48% to government revenue and 70% to the country’s foreign currency
earnings (MTAC, 2012). Based on tourism’s contribution to the economic performance
of the country as of January 2011, the Maldives has been graduated from a ‘Least
Developed Country’ to that of a ‘Developing Country’ (based on United Nation list of
countries) status (Ministry of Foreign Affairs [MoFA], 2011).
The industry has also been the largest private sector employer, directly supporting
87,000 jobs in the Maldives during 2011 which account for 63% of total employment in
the country (World Travel and Tourism Council [WTTC], 2011). MTAC (2012)
predicts that by 2021 that this figure will increase to 124,000 which at that time will
constitute 77% of the country’s total employment. However, more than half of the
present industry workforce are expatriates. While 30% of the country’s 200,000
economically active population has been unemployed (DNP, 2012), in September 2011,
there were 99,369 expatriates employed in the country mostly in tourism and
construction industries as well as an estimated 50,000 illegal foreign workers (Latheef,
2011). This means expatriate employment exceeds one third of the Maldivian
population, and is up to 80% of total employment in the country (DNP, 2012).
Despite the unemployment level remaining at an alarming rate, skills shortages remain
as a challenge for employers (DNP, 2009). This labour market duality is also reflected
in the tourism labour market. There is an insufficient number of skilled locals available
to meet the labour needs of the industry due to the lack of attention given to human
resource development (HRD) issues (Shakeela et al., 2011). Shakeela et al. (2012)
8

attribute this to the government policy of distancing tourism from local communities,
discouraging locals’ involvement in tourism as entrepreneurs and employees. The latest
available employment figures show that only 15% of employed local men and 4% of
local women work in the tourism industry (DNP, 2010). As for the resort sector, less
than 50% of the total resort workforce comprises local employees and only 3% are
women (MTAC, 2012).
Besides the tourism labour market conditions, previous research and government reports
have raised serious concern with regard to the human resource situation in the tourism
industry in the Maldives in general and in self-contained resorts in particular. Consistent
with the adversarial reputation associated with employment in the hospitality industry
(Baum, 2007), until very recently, issues such as unfair dismissal of employees,
discrimination and poor services for employees were common in resorts (Shakeela et
al., 2011). The human resource situation coupled with the issue of social isolation lead
to high rate of employee turnover in resorts. Similarly, employment disputes and strikes
have become commonplace. There have been more than 15 employee strikes in resorts
since the new Maldivian Constitution and Employment Act came into effect in 2008,
and more than 15% of the total number of cases filed in the Employment Tribunal since
its establishment in 2009 are from resort workers (Employment Tribunal, 2013).
The economic significance of and the presence of a high number of foreign enterprises
in the industry, and the prevailing human resource situation in resorts make the tourism
industry in the Maldives, resorts in particular, an apt site for the study of institutional
context and HRM practices.

1.6.

Intended contribution of the study

This study intends to make five theoretical and methodological contributions. First,
although existing institutional literature has moved away from treating the national
context as given and stable, these studies lacked analysis of how change in the nationallevel institutional context affects field level and organisational level processes, and how
organisations respond to these institutional changes. As a result, there is an inadequate
understanding of the institutions-strategy nexus which is even more evident in
developing countries where institutions are under construction (Oliver, 1991; Peng et
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al., 2008). By applying institutional perspectives to the study of organisational strategic
responses to institutional pressures in relation to HRM practices in resorts in the
Maldives, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the institutions-strategyHRM nexus from a developing country perspective. This study views the resort sector
in the hospitality industry of the Maldives as an organisational field in transition, where
institutional pressures are in flux due to the changes in the macro-level institutional
context. The research problem of this study comprises multiple levels of analysis,
ranging from macro to industry and organisational levels. Most existing research has
linked the strategic behaviour of firms directly to the macro-level institutional context
without depicting industry-level processes. An important notion is that organisational
fields vary in their structure and thereby in the strength of institutional pressures exerted
within them (Karhunen, 2007).
Second, institutional and HRM research has largely been distilled through the lenses of
economic, social, and cultural dynamics of industrial world (Budhwar and Debrah,
2009; Guillen, 2001) where the rules of the game are clear (Meyer and Peng, 2005).
This stream of research has also been conducted largely in the context of non-profit
organisations (e.g. government departments) and in highly institutionalised settings (e.g.
hospitals). They provide “a limited picture of the world” (Mizruchi and Fein, 1999,
p.680) and miss important and interesting institutional contexts and effects (Guillen,
2001). “It is difficult, if not impossible, to discern the effects of institutions on social
structures and behaviours, if all cases are embedded in the same or very similar ones”
(Scott, 1995, p.146). By exploring how institutional forces shape HRM in resorts (a
profit making sector) in the Maldives, this study provides theoretical and empirical
insights from a new setting.
Third, in terms of theory development and extension, researchers examining developing
countries often fail to recognise their unique characteristics (Budhwar and Debrah,
2009; Burton et al., 2008; Ingram and Silveram, 2002). Hence, application of
institutional theory in HRM research in such contexts is limited to cultural and
regulatory aspects thereby ignoring the normative perspectives. This study examines
coercive, normative and mimetic institutional forces in relation to HRM practices.
Hence, the third contribution of the study is its use of Scott’s (1995) three pillars of
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institution and DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) three corresponding institutional
mechanisms to gain more detailed understanding of how institutional forces affect HRM
practices in organisations.
Fourth, this study examines organisational responses and HRM practices in
organisations with different characteristics (international hotel chains and local resorts).
By doing so, the study intends to identify HRM practices in international hotel chains
operating in the Maldives, that follow local conditions, and to distinguish them from
practices that are more likely to follow conditions that exist elsewhere in the hotel
chain, or international conditions. Therefore, this research intends to contribute to one
of the key international human resource management (IHRM) debates about the extent
to which foreign-owned multinational corporation (MNC) subsidiaries diverge from or
converge to local firms with respect to their HRM practices (Björkman and Lervik,
2007; Mellahi et al., 2013).
Finally, ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are required to advance theory development in HRM
(Fey et al., 2004; Sumelius, 2009a; Truss and Gill, 2005). However, few studies
involving institutional theory and HRM have gone beyond asking ‘what’ questions
(Bruton et al., 2008; Paauwe, 2009). Emphasis in institutional and HRM research has
been placed on the analysis of outcomes (e.g. homogeneity of HR practices) not on the
isomorphic processes that shape the outcomes (Schneiberg and Clemens, 2006).
Institutional and HRM research also generally lacks perspectives from multiple actors,
leading to a lack of clarity in understanding how actually HR ideas come into practice
(Rupidara and McGraw, 2011). As a result, there have been calls to include groups of
organisational actors that may influence the selection of organisational practices in the
analysis of the institutionalisation process (e.g., Björkman et al., 2008; Dacin et al.,
2002; Kostova and Roth, 2002; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2001). This study thus adopts a
qualitative multiple case study approach, taking into account the views of various levels
of managers, employees and other stakeholders of resorts to explore the processes that
shape HRM practices in resorts.
To sum up, theoretically this research can be positioned in institutional, international
human resource management (IHRM) and strategy research. The study contributes to
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the extant knowledge and understanding of the relationship between HRM and
institutional context of small developing countries. The tourism industry (resorts) in the
Maldives adds novelty to the context that reinforces such an understanding. By
exploring the role of HR actors in responding to institutional pressures, the study
contributes to the existing literature on how HR actors reconcile different institutional
and stakeholder demands to the needs of the organisation (Tyson, 1997). This study
also use multiple levels of analysis and consider views of multiple actors to answer
‘how’ questions.

1.7.

Outline of the study

As presented in Figure 1.1, after this introductory chapter, the thesis proceeds as
follows.
Chapter 2 presents the theoretical foundation of the study. The main theoretical
perspective is institutional theory. The theoretical perspective is initially developed in
stable Western economies and it is posited that using it in a developing country context
provides new ground to explore its applicability. Through an extensive and critical
review of the literature on the role of institutions and strategic choice in the shaping of
HRM practices in organisations, three research questions emerged which are presented
in Chapter 2.

Chapter 3 presents the methodological approach of the study and the empirical research
design. The chapter outlines the rationales behind using the qualitative methods while
studying the shaping of HRM practices. The chapter then discusses the importance of
case studies and the need to employ a cross-case design for the study. The method of
data collection is then described. In addition, the chapter discusses the criteria employed
for the selection of cases and criteria used for assessing the research quality.
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Figure 1.1: The structure of the thesis

The Theoretical
and
Methodological
Basis

The
Empirical
Basis

The Synthesis
and Conclusion

Chapter 2
Literature
Review
Institutional Theory,
Strategic choice and HRM

Chapter 1
Introduction

Chapter 4
Findings:
Coercive forces
and strategic
responses

Chapter 5
Findings:
Normative forces
and strategic
responses

Chapter 3
Research
Methods

Chapter 6
Findings:
Mimetic forces
and strategic
responses

Chapter 8
Conclusion:
Contributions,
Implications, limitations
and Future Research

Chapter 7
Discussion

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present empirical findings of the study. These chapters present the
nature and strength of coercive, normative and mimetic institutional pressures, how
organisations respond to them and the HRM practices enacted in the process or as a
result of interactions between organisations and the institutional environment (Research
questions one and two). The findings from the cases are examined in each chapter under
the emphasized themes. Institutional pressures, strategic responses and HRM practices
are compared in each chapter to identify similarities and differences (Research question
three).
Chapter 7 provides a theoretical discussion of the findings. Finally, Chapter 8
summarises both empirical and theoretical conclusions, and discusses the theoretical,
methodological and managerial contributions of the study. The limitations of the study
and future directions for research are also presented.
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1.8.

Summary

This chapter has laid the foundation for the thesis. It provided a brief background to the
research problem. This was followed by the three research questions that the study
intends to answer. The objectives of the study were identified and a brief description of
the research methods was introduced. This was followed by the context of the study.
Finally, intended contributions and an outline of the remainder of the study were
presented.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW: INSTITUTIONAL THEORY, STRATEGIC
CHOICE AND HRM
Scholars have linked the institutional view with strategic choice to
better

understand

institutional

pressures

and

the

associated

organisational strategic response (Clemens and Douglas, 2005,
p.1205).

2.1.

Introduction

Chapter 1 identified the research problem as:
How do institutional forces and HR actors shape HRM practices in tourist
resorts in the Maldives?
The purpose of this chapter is to review extant literature on the institutional forces and
strategic responses in the context of the shaping of HRM practices in organisations. The
study uses institutional theory as the key conceptual underpinning. Section 2.2 presents
a brief overview of the historical development of institutional theory and its link with
industrial relations (IR) and HRM. Section 2.3 reviews the literature on institutional
forces and HRM practices. This section is organised using DiMaggio and Powell’s
(1983) institutional mechanisms and Scott’s (1995) three pillars of institutional
framework; i.e. coercive (regulative), mimetic (cultural cognitive) and normative
institutional forces. Next, Sections 2.4 and 2.5 review the literature on strategic choices.
These sections are organised using Oliver’s (1991) strategic responses to institutional
pressures framework. Following this, Section 2.6 reviews literature on the role of HR
actors and employees in the shaping of HRM practice. Finally, Section 2.7 reviews the
literature on the similarities and diversity of HRM practices between foreign-owned
multinational corporation (MNC) subsidiaries and local firms. The review results in the
formation of three research questions.
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2.2.

Institutional theory

It is my strong conviction that institutional theory provides the most promising and
productive lens for viewing organizations in contemporary society (Scott, 2008,
p.viii).
The study of institutions traverses the academic fields of economics, sociology, political
science and organisational theory. The common denominator for institutionalism in
various disciplines appears to be that ‘institutions matter’ (Kaufman, 2011). An
underlying assumption in the study of institutions is that organisations are deeply
embedded in the wider institutional context (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991; Powell,
1988); thus, “organisational practices are either a direct reflection of, or response to,
rules and structures built into their larger environment” (Paauwe and Boselie 2003, p.
59). This institutional environment is the source of legitimisation, rewards or incentives
for, as well as constraints or sanctions on, organisational activities (Meyer and Rowan,
1977). The relevance of institutional theory to HRM was initially derived from this
view (Rosenzweig and Singh, 1991).
The institutional approach used in organisational analysis is referred to as organisational
institutionalism (Greenwood et al., 2008). Organisational institutionalism deals with the
overall question: “What does the institutional perspective tell us about organisational
behaviour?” Institutional theory is a useful lens to analyse organisational behaviour
because it can respond to empirical mismatch, where “what we observe in the world is
inconsistent with the ways in which contemporary theories ask us to talk” (March and
Olsen 1984, p.747).

2.2.1. The development of institutional theory
The roots of institutional theory can be traced back to the 19th century (Scott, 1995).
Greenwood et al. (2008, p.27) note that “institutional theory evolved as an antidote to
the overly rationalist and technocratic perspective of 1960s”. In the early years of its
development, institutional theory was closely associated with neo-classical economic
theory (Hodgson, 2004; Sayilar, 2009), resource dependence theory and ecology theory
(Greenwood et al., 2008), and more recently with structuration theory (Scott, 2008).
16

Institutional theory gained prominence in organisational sociology in the late 1970s and
early 1980s when a group of US-based sociologists (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell, 1983;
Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Meyer and Scott, 1983; Zucker, 1977), presented themselves
as neo-institutionalists. Two seminal papers on institutional theory were released in
1977:

Meyer and Rowan (1977) and Zucker (1977). Meyer and Rowan (1977)

embraced the view of institutions from a macro perspective, seeing it as a web of
cultural roles, whereas Zucker’s (1977) study was focused on the micro foundations of
institutions, with the power of cognitive aspects guiding the behaviour of individuals
(Scott, 2008). Studies that followed these seminal papers (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell
1983; Scott and Meyer, 1983) focused on the macro-analytical perspective in
understanding organisations (Scott 2008). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) brought a new
dimension to the discussion of institutions by introducing isomorphism (structural
similarity), while Meyer and Scott’s (1983) study proposed that both technical and
institutional forces shape organisations. These contributions are often regarded as
substantive work on the institutions-organisations nexus in the context of organisational
theory.

2.2.2. ‘Old institutionalism’ versus ‘new institutionalism’
Institutional research in the 1950s is often referred to as ‘old institutionalism’, while the
work on institutional theory in the late 1970s and early 1980s is referred to as ‘new
institutionalism’. Hotho and Pedersen (2012) argue that new organisational
institutionalism is best understood when compared with old organisational
institutionalism. DiMaggio and Powell (1991, pp.12-13) draw a distinction between,
and provide a comprehensive comparison of, old and new institutionalism in a number
of areas. ‘Old institutionalism’ is concerned with how social processes regulate social
behaviour (Selznick, 1949), where the focus is on how power, coalitions, competing
values systems and informal structures influence organisational behaviour (Greenwood
and Hinings, 1996). In contrast, the focus of ‘new institutionalism’ is on the cognitive
processes that create the taken-for-granted structures that establish legitimacy around
certain ideas (Scott, 2008).
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Old institutionalism is focused on the distinctive characteristics of individual
organisations. In this view, organisations adopt distinctive practices and become
institutionalised through the interaction between internal interests and the external
environment. These practices remain even with the change of conditions as they are
infused with value beyond technical requirements. This means that, despite the
importance attached to the power and interests, old institutionalism promotes stability
and order in organisations. The unit of analysis in old institutionalism is individual
organisations (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996), whereas new institutionalism takes on
more widely shared belief systems as the unit of analysis (Scott, 1987). Thus, old
institutionalism explains differences between individual organisations, whereas new
institutionalism explains the similarity in organisational practices across organisations
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1991).
Due to the over-emphasis on how organisational practices are shaped by their
institutional environment (Scott, 2008), new institutionalism has been seen as overly
deterministic (DiMaggio, 1988). This raises the paradox of embedded agency – if actors
are embedded in their institutional field how can they influence and change it? (Seo and
Creed, 2002). Institutional theorists propose concepts such as contradictory institutional
logics (eg Friedland and Alford, 1991) and institutional entrepreneurship (eg Battilana
et al., 2009) to address the paradox of embedded agency. Contradictory institutional
logics provide organisational actors with opportunity for choice. Actors respond to
institutional environments in different ways. In unstable and heterogeneous institutional
environments, actors with favourable social positions may act as ‘institutional
entrepreneurs’ and successfully influence organisational practices (Battilana et al.,
2009).
Since DiMaggio and Powell (1991) made the distinction between old and new
institutionalism, institutional theory has developed significantly, resulting in the
difference between the two to be less profound (Lowndes, 1996 as cited in Hotho and
Pedersen, 2012), scholars such as Greenwood and Hinings (1996) advocate the need to
combine old and new institutionalisms in order to have a comprehensive understanding
of research problems being investigated. Therefore, this thesis adopts a combined view
of institutionalism, defined by Rupidara and McGraw (2011, p.176), as “the long held
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and well established notion that formal and informal institutions, or social structures,
pattern the way that people behave and, less commonly, that people in turn can
influence the nature of institutions through ‘agentic’ behaviour”.

2.2.3. Institutional theory and HRM/IHRM link
The link between institutional theory and IR can be traced back to the work of scholars
such as Webb and Commons (Bray et al., 2009). Since then, institutional theory has
widely been applied to IR research. However, consistent with mainstream IR research,
institutional theory-IR research has also been largely empirically descriptive,
contributing little to theoretical development. HRM scholars started to recognise the
applicability of institutional theory to HRM research in early 1990s. Wright and
McMahan (1992) were the first to note this. Following this, Oliver (1997) and Purcell
(1999) incorporated elements of the institutional framework in relation to HRM in their
research. By developing an initial proposition for HRM and institutional research,
Paauwe and Boselie (2003) were the first to apply new institutionalism systematically in
HRM.
There are many strands to institutional theory which have been applied widely in
research into multinational corporations (MNCs) and international HRM (Björkman,
2006; Kostova et al., 2008). Issues covered in international HRM with the help of
institutional theory include, but are not limited to, isomorphic pressures from hostcountry and home-country institutional environments – these researches applied
concepts such as institutional distance and institutional duality (Ferner and Quintanilla,
1998; Kostova and Roth, 2002; Rosenzweig and Nohria, 1994); the transfer of HRM
practices from headquarters to overseas subsidiaries and the role of actors in the
headquarters (HQs) in the transfer of practices (Gooderham et al., 1999); and the
varying degrees of interaction between actors and institutions – for instance, the role of
subsidiary managers in the transfer of HRM practices (Almond et al., 2005). However,
Institutional theory is still under-exploited in HRM and IHRM, and the application of
this theory could augment the understanding of a range of research problems (Björkman
and Gooderham, 2012).
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Having provided an overview of the development of institutional theory and its early
links to IR or HRM research, the next section reviews the literature on institutional
forces and HRM.

2.3.

Institutional forces and HRM

Murphy and Garavan (2009, p.7) argue that “isomorphism is central to the explanatory
value of institutional theory”. Isomorphism is “a constraining process that forces one
unit in a population to resemble other units that face the same set of institutional
conditions” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.149). The concept of isomorphism is
significant as it explains the similarity among a set of organisations in an organisational
field at a given point in time (Deephouse, 1996; Mellahi et al., 2013). Organisational
field is defined as “those organisations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognised
area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory
agencies, and other organisations that produce similar services or products” (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983, p.148).
Two types of isomorphism are of relevance in the context of HRM: competitive and
institutional. Hannan and Freeman (1977) argue that organisations become isomorphic
with one another because of rational responses to similar environmental conditions.
However, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) emphasize the importance of organisational
connectivity resulting in isomorphism. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identify three
mechanisms through which institutional isomorphic changes occur, each with its own
antecedents: (1) coercive isomorphism that stems from political influence and the
problem of legitimacy, which is defined as “a generalized perception or assumption that
the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially
constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p.574);
(2) mimetic isomorphism resulting from standard responses to uncertainty; and (3)
normative isomorphism, associated with professionalization. This typology is an
analytical one and in the real world the types often overlap (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983). Table 2.1 summarises the three mechanisms of institutional isomorphic change.
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Table 2-1: Mechanisms of institutional isomorphic change
Type of
isomorphism

Antecedents

Main source

Way of diffusion

Coercive
isomorphism

Political influence and
the problem of
legitimacy

Government
regulation

Imposition

Standard response to
uncertainty

Successful or
legitimate
organisations in
the field

Indirectly through
employee transfer
Explicitly by
organisations such as
trade associations

Professionalization

Formal education
Professional
networks

Filtering of personnel
Professional associations

Mimetic
isomorphism

Normative
isomorphism

Source: Adapted from DiMaggio and Powell (1983)
Scott (1995, 2001) has later termed these regulative (coercive), cultural-cognitive
(mimetic) and normative. According to Scott (1995, p.33), “institutions consist of
cognitive, normative, and regulative structures and activities that provide stability and
meaning to social behaviour”. Regulative institutions reflect the existing laws and rules
that promote certain types of behaviour and restrict others (Kostova and Roth, 2002).
The cognitive component reflects the widely shared social knowledge and cognitive
categories used by the people in a given country or sector. It focuses on meaning which
is socially constructed through the interaction of internal interpretation processes within
the external environment (Scott, 2008). The normative component reflects the values,
beliefs, norms, and assumptions about human action. Whereas the regulative and
normative institutions have significance in explaining adoption of organisational
practices, cognitive institutions are considered of particular importance in explaining
diffusion of practices in a given organisational field (Murphy and Garavan, 2009). This
thesis adopts a combined view of DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) institutional
mechanisms and Scott’s (1995, 2001) institutional pillars and use as coercive, mimetic
and normative institutional forces.
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2.3.1. Coercive institutional forces and HRM
Coercive forces are the formal and informal pressures exerted by government,
regulatory, or other agencies that provide resources to adopt the structures or systems
that they favour (Ashworth et al., 2009). These pressures are associated with legal
requirements or may stem from contractual obligation with other actors. Organisations
can receive these pressures as force, persuasion or invitation to join in collusion (Meyer
and Rowan, 1977). Organisations align their behaviour to such pressures in order to
fulfil the constituents’ role in a society and gain legitimacy (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Related to HRM, coercive institutional forces include influence of social partners (trade
unions and works councils), government policies, employment laws and regulations.
These mechanisms can be visible at different levels (international, national and industry
levels). International level pressures may include different International Labour
Organisation (ILO) conventions, national level regulatory pressure includes
employment laws, and industry level regulatory pressure includes sector-wide collective
bargaining agreements (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Organisations may be required to
bring changes to their HRM policies and practices in response to coercive pressures
(Tsai, 2010). As a result, HRM practices in organisations that belong to the same
organisational field become similar over time (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).

2.3.1.1.

Employment policies, laws and regulations

The most common form of coercive pressure emanates from laws and regulations
(Harcourt et al., 2005). Government regulations shape organisational behaviour through
force, persuasion or direct imposition (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1991). The
government can have hard or direct interventions at firm-level HRM practices in the
form of HR laws and regulations (Kaufman, 1997). Farndale and Paauwe (2007) in their
study based on 14 case companies selected through 2004 Fortune listings and
equivalent rankings on superior performance, identify employment legislation as the
primary driver for isomorphism. In relation to the tourism industry, in a study based on
the content analysis of HRM research from 1999-2002 in the International Journal of
Hospitality Management, Singh et al. (2007) state that employment law restrains
employers, and can have far-reaching HR implications.
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Previous research has identified a number of firm level HRM practices affected by the
employment laws and regulations.

In the US, the Equal Employment Act (1984)

influenced the way firms recruit and select their employees. Similarly, US minimum
wage legislation directly influenced pay practices (Godard, 2002). Parry and Tyson
(2009) in their study of organisational reactions to UK age discrimination legislation
find that the legislation has created strong coercive pressure on organisations, resulting
in the change of HR policy on employee age in organisations. The legal provisions for
work participation and involvement in Germany prevented MNCs from implementing
their preferred HRM practices without endorsement of the host country unions (Muller,
1998). A legal requirement of minimum expenditure on employee training in France
affected the amount of investment on employee training in firms operating in France.
Ferner (1997) in a study of country of origin effects and HRM in MNCs suggests that
hours of work, annual paid time off work and forms of job contract are issues
predominantly determined by local employment legislation. As a result of this takenfor-granted view, these practices have been largely excluded in recent institutional
analysis of HRM practices (Björkman and Lu, 2001). In exploring the impact of
institutional pressures on employee performance management systems in higher
education institutions in the Low Countries, Decramer et al. (2012) find that the
coercive pressures are the main predictor of whether the academic units adopt employee
performance management systems.
Moving on to studies conducted in the context of developing economies, Mellahi (2007)
in his study of the effects of employment regulation on HRM in the private sector firms
in Saudi Arabia finds that legal regulations constrain the recruitment of expatriates, and
firms reconfigure their HRM practices in order to meet the new legal requirements,
leading to widespread changes in HRM practices. Björkman and Lu (2001) in their
study of institutionalisation and bargaining power explanation of HRM practices in
Chinese-Western joint ventures identify a number of HRM practices implemented by
these joint ventures due to the coercive pressure from national employment legislation.
These practices include recruitment, training, financial compensation and promotion.
More recently, Cooke (2011) points out that a state regulation requiring firms to set up
superannuation schemes for their employees has influenced firms operating in China to
set up pension schemes for their employees.
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The studies listed above show that employment laws and regulations affect firm level
HRM practices. However, employment laws and regulations can strongly influence
HRM practices in organisations when there are effective law enforcement mechanisms
(Kshetri, 2007). Ferner et al. (2011, p.169) argue that “even where regulative systems
potentially constrain action, regulations need to be invoked and enforced”. Several
empirical researches have lent support to this argument. Psychogios and Wood (2010)
in seeking to understand the effects of institutions on HRM practices in Greece find that
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are able to evade the employment law due to
weak enforcement efforts. In the context of MNC subsidiaries, Surroca et al. (2013)
state that when a regulatory framework is insufficiently developed, HQ pressure could
be stringent and subsidiaries may find ways to circumvent external institutional
requirements.
Surroca et al. (2013) argue that rules in emerging and developing economies are less
predictable and uncertain, as legal infrastructures are still evolving. With permissive
regulatory frameworks and weak labour market institutions, developing countries may
not be able to monitor the behaviour of MNC subsidiaries that operate in these countries
(Newenham-Kahindi, 2008). Thus, given the cross national variation that exists in the
coercive forces such as laws and regulations, foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries in less
developed countries are likely to follow HQ programs and practices when subsidiaries
face pressure to do so (Surroca et al., 2013). It is not only the foreign-owned
subsidiaries operating in these countries that do not comply with laws but also local
firms can evade the laws in the absence of strong enforcement mechanisms. For
example, in seeking to understand the determinants of HRM practices in SMEs in
Africa, Ovadje (2010) observes that in African countries with weak enforcement
mechanisms, there is little or no pressure to firms to comply with the existing
employment regulations. Similarly, in assessing the effectiveness of Emiratization
policy of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner (2014) find
that as the laws related to Emiratization are applied arbitrarily, organisations find ways
to evade the quotas and restrictions on expatriate visas in the UAE.
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For employment laws and regulations to be effective, they need to be consistent with
organisational goals. Cho et al. (2011) in an assessment of the impact of 1998 dismissal
law passed in South Korea after the Asian financial crisis 1997 find that the law could
not sustain organisational compliance, and failed to achieve its intended objective of
creating greater employment flexibility as it was not congruent with the needs of the
labour market.
Additionally, in order to be effective, employment laws also need to be backed by
normative pressures that come from various legitimating actors such as general public,
employees, and customers or other coercive forces such as unions and works councils.
Typically, unions play a critical role in ensuring employer compliance with the law. For
instance, Weil (1996) finds that unionized firms in the construction and wood-working
industries comply more readily than non-union firms with occupational safety and
health legislation. In seeking to understand the effect of unionisation on employment
legislation in New Zealand, Harcourt et al. (2004) find that unions significantly
influence employers to comply with employment laws.

2.3.1.2.

Trade unions and HRM

The relationship between trade unions and HRM is often described as “multidimensional” (Bartram and Fraser, 2005, p.43). The relationship differs from setting to
setting depending on the level of unionisation (Hamberger, 1995). Other institutional
factors that affect the relationship between unions and HRM include: the level of
government intervention in the employment relationship, the type of union activity –
some unions are willing to be ‘social partners’, while others are more radical – and
cultural differences (Brewster et al., 2013).
Traditionally, a common perception about unions has been that they work to gain
“more” for their members in terms of wages and salary (Freeman and Medoff, 1984).
However, unions engage in equally or more important goals on behalf of their members
such as fair treatment of employees (Gill, 2009). In highly unionised environments,
managers are required to engage with unions in all decisions that might affect
employees. In such situation, “unions are eager to seize every opportunity to question
and modify managerial decisions whenever possible” (Verma, 2005, p.418). Unions
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influence the management through the application of both monopoly power and voice
(Verma, 2005). Based on data collected from MNC subsidiaries and local firms in
Greece, Myloni et al. (2004) find that one of the strongest local influences comes from
labour unions. HR practices are subject to the strength of unions and their attitudes
towards management (Chow, 2004). A plethora of research exists on the effect of
unions on HRM practices. Gill (2009) in his study of unions’ impact on the
effectiveness of high performance work practices (HPWPs) suggests that unions can
ensure that employees benefit from HPWPs. In a literature review of the impact of
unions on HRM practices, Verma (2005) concludes that unions influence HRM
practices such as compensation, benefits and incentives, performance appraisal,
recruitment, training and development.
Unions may also exert coercive isomorphic pressure on organizations to refrain from
discriminatory practices (Harcourt et al., 2005). These authors argue that as unions’
fundamental function is to fairly represent workers, protect workers’ rights, and
promote workers’ interests, they play a crucial role in promoting and developing fair
employment practices in organisations. These authors also say that outside the
immediate workplace, unions exert further pressure on employers to promote the fair
treatment of employees through demonstrations and educational campaigns.
Unions that generate discussions and dialogue might lead to bridge the gap between the
views of the union and those of the management on employment matters, avoiding
‘wildcat strikes’ and reducing employment conflicts (Verma, 2005). In a study of
employee voice in union and non-union Australian workplaces,

Benson (2000)

observes that unionised firms are more likely to use collective negotiation, employee
surveys and meetings, grievances and equal employment procedures, consultative and
safety committees, task forces, health and safety representatives, quality circles,
supervisor-employee meetings, senior management-employee meetings, and semi or
fully autonomous work groups.
Research based on Japanese workplaces suggests a more positive attitude of non-union
organisations towards voice mechanisms and HRM practices. In a study which focused
on differences between individual and collective voice mechanisms in union and non26

union workplaces, Morishima and Tsuru (2000) observe that non-union firms provide
union-type benefits as well as more indirect benefits such as a wider range of voice
mechanisms than unionised firms in Japan. The collective voice mechanisms include
communication of company strategies, discussions with different levels of management,
employee associations, and conducting opinion surveys. Employee associations are
regarded as “friendly societies” or staff councils, and like the unions, employee
associations can bargain over issues such as wages, benefits, health and safety
(Morishima and Tsuru, 2000). However, the study also highlights that formal voice
mechanisms such as joint consultation systems and grievance procedures are more
prevalent in union firms than their non-union counterparts.
Although the forgoing discussion suggests that unions can facilitate or constrain the
adoption of HRM practices in organisations, in the context of the tourism sector, Baum
(2007) argues that trade unions are of marginal relevance within the sector in some of
the developed countries such as the UK and most developing countries. Lucas (2009)
also observes that unionisation is low in the hospitality industry in countries such as the
UK. Head and Lucas (2004) point out that one reason why managerial prerogative is
preserved in the hospitality industry in the UK is the lack of unions in the sector.
Therefore, other voice mechanisms are required if employee voices are to be heard in
HRM decision making.

2.3.1.3.

Works councils

One employee voice mechanism is the works council, defined as “a body elected by all
non-managerial employees, a body entitled to meet with the management and to be
informed, consulted and involved in management decisions” (Knudsen and Markey,
2001, p.1). Whereas the main function of trade unions is collective bargaining, the
primary task of a works council is to take part in management decision making in
matters pertaining to workplace governance. Works councils have initially been seen by
unions as their enemies. However, in European countries, over time, works councils and
unions have become partners (Brewster et al., 2007; Brewster et al., 2013).
Works councils have become an important feature of industrial relations systems of
many countries, particularly those in Europe (Knudsen and Markey, 2001). In these
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countries, works councils are empowered with significant rights to co-determination,
which is referred to as a form of joint-decision making where the council is required to
give its approval before certain types of decisions are made and implemented (Knudsen
and Markey, 2001). As a result, works councils can have significant influence over
HRM decisions in organisations (Brewster et al., 2013).
Many countries across Europe have strict regulations regarding consultation with
employee representatives and trade unions (Farndale and Paauwe, 2007). For example,
labour reforms in Britain include a provision that requires organisations to consult with
unions on training issues. The European Union (EU) directive requires employers with
workplaces in more than one member nation to establish works councils (Godard,
2002). In Germany, organisations in the coal and steel industries require their HR
directors to be approved by unions (Streeck, 1992). In Rhineland countries,
governments are more proactively involved in determining HRM at the organisational
level. They also positively engage with other industrial relations actors or social
partners such as trade unions and works councils (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). For
example, in the Netherlands, government and social partners form intentional
agreements at the national level to tackle important issues such as unemployment and
implement these programs at the organisational level.
The empirical studies discussed in the above paragraph show how laws and regulations
facilitate the functioning of trade unions and works councils. These forces may not be
able to exert coercive pressure on organisations if they are not underpinned by relevant
legislation. For example, while legislative requirements obliged Japanese MNCs
operating in Germany to establish works councils (Lane, 1995), in the absence of such
provisions in the UK, German subsidiaries in the UK refused to initiate any form of
employee involvement practices (Beaumont et al., 1990). Similarly, Chowdhury and
Mahmood (2012) find that in the absence of a relevant law, none of the foreign-owned
MNC subsidiaries in Bangladesh in their study showed any interest in voluntary
employee involvement schemes, such as formation of participation committees to
encourage employee involvement in management issues. The study further highlights
that in some companies, employee representatives are included in canteen and other
welfare committees, but these voluntary initiatives are symbolic tactics to avoid
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employee complaints. These committees do not work effectively as committee members
do not have any authority to execute their decisions. Also, in a study that explored the
impact of institutional context on HRM in organisations in three Chinese societies,
Chow (2004) finds that in the absence of a collective bargaining legislation, weak union
power in Hong Kong provides employers great power and flexibility in managing their
employees.

2.3.1.4.

Internal coercive isomorphism

Internal isomorphism may arise from the company-wide control, coordination and
integration mechanisms. The concepts of control, coordination and integration are used
largely interchangeably in the international business (IB) literature (Smale et al., 2012).
Control mechanisms – vertical tools – are defined as “any process in which a person,
group or organisation determines or intentionally affects what another person, group or
organisation will do” (Smale et al., 2012, p.181). Coordination mechanisms – horizontal
tools – are defined as “the means through which the different parts of an organisation
are linked together to accomplish a collective goal” (Smale et al., 2012, p.181).
Integration is defined as comprising both control and coordination (Kim et al., 2003).
Integration mechanisms have been classified in a variety of ways. Ghoshal and Nohria
(1989) propose three mechanisms: centralisation, formalisation and normative
integration which are in their view used in different combinations and to varying
degrees in MNC subsidiaries depending on their environmental contingencies. Martinez
and Jarrillo (1989) distinguish between formal integration (centralisation and
formalisation) and informal integration mechanisms (lateral relations, informal
communication, and socialisation) and suggested that MNCs were increasingly using
more informal mechanisms than before. For the purpose of this study, Martinez and
Jarrillo’s (1989) formal integration mechanisms (centralisation and formalisation) are
considered as coercive internal institutional pressure. While centralisation leaves the
decision making at the hands of core executive team at the HQ, formalisation involves
the standardisation of work procedures, rules, policies and manuals issued by the HQ
(Janssens and Brett, 1994; Smale et al., 2012). Ferner et al. (2011, p.171) argue that
“HQ can define formal policies for subsidiaries with a prima facie expectation that
subsidiaries comply”. When a subsidiary is forced to adopt a certain practice by HQ due
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to latter’s authority or on account of subsidiary’s resource dependence on HQ, it is
considered as coercive isomorphism (Smale, 2008).
Tempel (1999) identifies HRM guidelines and structures and HRM best practice
schemes as some of the mechanisms that organisations can use to transfer HRM
practices from HQ to subsidiaries. A study that examined the perceptions and actions of
key actors in the context of two Korean MNCs found that both firms opted to use global
HR best practice guidelines issued by the HQ as a source of standardisation (Chung et
al., 2012). Guidelines here refer to the requirements that need to be followed by the
subsidiaries, based on which the subsidiaries are audited by the HQ. These guidelines
describe the desired features of the HR systems that the subsidiaries must adopt in order
to gain a minimal consistency for global HR operations. But they also have imperatives
for localisation. Thus, these guidelines consist of mandatory components that
subsidiaries have to comply with, and recommendatory components, application of
which is within the discretion of subsidiary managers. Implementation of these
guidelines in subsidiaries suggests that the relational context shapes the subsidiary’s
HRM practices (Björkman and Lervik, 2007; Kostova and Roth, 2002; Liu, 2004;
Myloni et al., 2004; Smale, 2008).
Having discussed how coercive institutional forces affect HRM in organisations, the
next section reviews literature on how normative forces affect HRM.

2.3.2. Normative institutional forces and HRM
The normative mechanism refers to “the relations between the management policies and
the background of employees in terms of educational level, job experience and networks
of professional associations” (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003, p.60). Normative
isomorphism is associated with professionalization which is often interpreted as “the
collective struggle of members of an occupation to define conditions and methods of
their work, to control ‘the production of producers’, and to establish a cognitive base
and legitimacy for their occupational autonomy” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.162).
The level of professionalization of employees affects the nature of the management
control system and its related practices such as HRM.
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2.3.2.1.

Education and training systems

DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p.153) posit that “to the extent that managers and key staff
are drawn from the same universities and filtered on a common set of attributes, they
will tend to view problems in a similar fashion, see the same policies, procedures and
structures as normatively sanctioned and legitimated, and approach decisions in much
the same way”. These authors suggest that “universities and professional training
institutions are important centres for the development of organisational norms among
professional managers and their staff” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.152). Thus, the
degree of formal education constitutes a key element in shaping the attitude of
professional managers and their staff. The norms that are acquired in the course of
managers’ educational socialisation shape their beliefs, a process that is reinforced by
their socialisation in the “norms and mores of the organisation” (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983, p.153).
Existing research has systematically linked country-specific key labour market
institutional actors such as education and training systems to organisational level HRM
practices such as recruitment and selection, training and remuneration (Chowdhury and
Mahmood, 2012; Hosking and Anderson, 1992; Maurice, 2000; Maurice et al., 1980).
This is because the national education systems largely determine the knowledge, skills
and qualifications of employees in a particular country (Cox and Warner, 2013; Leat
and El-Kot, 2007) and dictate how these should be used in the recruitment, selection,
promotion and pay.
However, only education and training systems coordinated by the government, industry
and educational institutions can increase normative isomorphism in an industry or
strongly influence HRM practices in firms through recognised training and
qualifications. Structural weakness of education and training systems affects the level
and quality of employee skills (Amable, 2003). Weak education and training systems
(both higher and vocational education) may lead firms to deal with a persistent skills
gap (Psychogios and Wood, 2010). In some countries, due to the skills shortage owing
to a weak education and training systems, organisations have to train their employees
on-the-job. For example, Chowdhury and Mahmood (2012) observe that the absence of
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recognised training and qualifications provided opportunities for foreign owned MNC
subsidiaries in Bangladesh to develop their own training programs for employees.
However, one problem with such opportunities is that MNCs may unilaterally
determine the content of these programs with the aim to reduce the employee turnover
and maximise the return on the investment, rather than emphasising employee
development. Similarly, they may also limit training opportunities to training highflyers and fast-track or core employees, neglecting the rest. Recent studies conducted in
the contexts of Vietnam (Cox and Warner, 2013) and Turkey (Mellahi et al., 2013)
respectively, lend support to this observation. As a result, these training and
development practices may not contribute to reinforce professionalization in the field in
which these organisations operate.
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) suggest

that organisations can reinforce normative

isomorphism using HRM practices. For instance, organisations may recruit employees
graduated from a particular institution, anticipating that people trained from the
institution tend to be more efficient; or organisations may increase their emphasis on
academic credentials in the selection of employees.

2.3.2.2.

Professional associations and networks

Organizations that have a close association with a professional society are more likely
to encounter normative isomorphic pressures (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Harcourt et
al (2005) observe that the Human Resource Institute of New Zealand (HRINZ)
influences the diffusion of employment practices in New Zealand. Similarly, Chow
(2004) points out that in Hong Kong the establishment of the Institute of HRM has
helped develop and enhance professional standards of HRM and influenced HR
professionals through a variety of activities in research, training and conferences.
Professional associations can also provide networks for information exchange and
diffusion of industry or occupational norms and standards. Professional networks are a
major source of normative isomorphism because they define normative rules about
organisational and professional behaviour (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Scott, 2001).
Through networks and communication among the professionals or occupational experts,
the expansion of new HRM practices can be accelerated (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991).
Professionals become members of professional associations and networks during or
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after their professional training. Hence, through participation in professional
associations, they strengthen and internalize these values and norms (Paauwe and
Boselie, 2003). These strongly held norms and values affect the management and HR
control systems (Mintzberg, 1998; Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Snell, 1992).
As organisations are embedded in social networks, pressures that surface in the
environment travel more rapidly through contacts among organisations that are bound
together through social contacts (Oliver, 1991). These social networks function both as
information conduits and as channels that embody conformity pressures (Oliver, 1991).
External social networks, contacts with other organisations, constitute an important
source of knowledge as they provide opportunity to access information and resources
that are not available internally (Tregaskis, 2003). In the context of MNCs, Rupidara
and McGraw (2011) point out that local professional networks consisting of HR
practitioners from other firms, including competitor organisations as well as local and
other MNC subsidiaries, are powerful influences on HRM practices in foreign-owned
subsidiaries as these networks provide some subtle information flows concerning
professional norms and cognitive formulas distributed within or into the HR
professional boundaries. These networks are particularly important because through
them local HR actors continually update knowledge about the nuances of regulative
frameworks and their interpretations of what is practical and not possible. In relation to
HRD practices, Murphy and Garavan (2009) argue that human resource development
(HRD) professionals continue their professionalization through participation at informal
networking with peer professionals. Björkman and Lu (1999) found that participation of
business executives in China in different social and professional networks was an
important way for spreading ideas about efficient HRM practices.
Organisations are not only actively involved in interorganisational networks in order to
develop human resource competencies (Rupidara and McGraw, 2011). Organisations,
MNCs in particular, also use internal professional and social networks as a normative
integration mechanism. Internal social networks are recognised as an important source
of inflow of existing knowledge from other parts of the organisation to the focal unit,
and are valuable to develop its own knowledge base (Harris et al., 2003). Yeung et al.
(1996) emphasize the importance of internal peer learning networks, in which HRM
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professionals within the company get together once a month to review each other’s
work and discuss and consult with each other regarding common problems and
challenges. Personal and face-to-face contacts through participation in social networks
enable clarifying issues through discussion and debate, something which is not possible
through

transferring

knowledge

through

formalisation

or

information-based

mechanisms (Wolf, 1997). Chung et al. (2012) in their study of Korean MNCs find that
HR actors in these MNCs recognise the importance of the relationships among key
actors in the corporate-wide HR functions. They believed that through building a
community of practice in the HR function across the globe, a common understanding,
languages, and tools could be shared to foster the collaboration. As a result, these
companies put conscious efforts to build social networks among HR practitioners in
each foreign location through the use of methods such as global HR conferences. Their
findings particularly highlight the importance of corporate HR actors visiting their
subsidiaries and engaging in practical forms of communication and cooperation in the
early face of the implementation of HRM practices in order to these to be successful.
Form an integration perspective, the focal subsidiary’s connection and interaction
between subsidiaries located in other countries can be powerful conduits of taken-forgranted views about appropriate HRM practices (Björkman et al., 2007; Coller and
Marginson, 1998) as these subsidiaries are likely to be exposed to international
institutional forces concerning the management of employees (Evans et al., 2002).
These network relationships and resource equivalence that exist between subsidiaries
could result in structural equivalence (Burt, 1987), leading to normative or mimetic
adoption of practices. This is because a subsidiary may perceive concordance with
comparing other units in an organisational network (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). As a
result, “two actors related to the same set of third parties are likely to exhibit similarity
in behaviour” (Liu, 2004, p.505).

2.3.2.3.

Corporate culture as an internal normative integration mechanism

Organisational culture can be defined as “values shared by the members of an
organisation including beliefs about organisational purposes and how they should be
achieved” (Ashworth et al., 2009, pp.172-173). The shared beliefs, values, ethics,
procedures and atmosphere of an organisation is likely to influence the opinion of
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employees about their work practices, commitment, respect for managers and attitudes
in providing services to the customers (Munir et al., 2011; Pettigrew, 1979). Farndale
and Paauwe (2007) in their study of HR practices in global MNCs find that in some
MNCs, the driver behind the development of HR practices across the whole company is
the corporate culture. In some of these companies, the corporate culture is reflected in
leadership styles, communication methods, ways of working and reporting hierarchies,
but does not prescribe the format of these activities. Boon et al. (2009) in the study of
institutional pressures and strategic choice in some Dutch firms find that culture keys
such as client orientation and respect are the basis for many HRM practices in some
organisations. As a result, maintaining the corporate culture is crucial for the success of
their services.
Janssens and Brett (1994) identify socialisation, which advocates following norms and
values in decision making of the firm, as a type of control in managing global firms.
Socialisation is more effective in achieving good coordination between parent and
subsidiary than rules and formalised procedures (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989). As
corporate culture drives HRM practices in organisations, MNCs often use their
corporate culture as a subtle and effective means of normative control or an integration
mechanism (Cerdin, 2003). Quintanilla (1998) says that organisational culture plays a
critical role in enhancing the relationships within complex organizations such as MNCs.
Through established and strong organisational culture, the parent company can
influence the cognitive and normative aspects of micro-institutional frame of actions
(Ferner et al., 2011), thereby influencing the subsidiaries. In such companies, parent and
subsidiaries share the same priorities, have the same ‘way of doing things’, and apply
similar managerial styles. Some HRM practices can reinforce the company’s ‘way of
doing things’ (Liu, 2004). MNCs use different socialising and indoctrination strategies
to diffuse the company’s values (Quintanilla, 1998). MNCs may attempt to integrate
their corporate cultures through means such as mission statements, communication of
chief executive officer (CEO), the process of building corporate charters, and
management education and training (Edstroem and Galbraith, 1977). The education and
training programs may not only focus on improving managerial skills and preparing
them for career progression but may also may focus on equipping employees with ‘the
company way of doing things’ (Coller, 1996).
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Björkman and Lervik (2007) suggest that shared cognition, which is the extent to which
the subsidiary and the parent share language, vocabulary and narratives, influences the
adoption of headquarters’ HRM practices in subsidiaries. Existence of shared companyspecific communication codes may serve as valuable assets and facilitate the transfer of
knowledge among individuals and units (Kogut and Zander, 1996). Similarly, stories
can facilitate the exchange of practices and detailed tacit experience (Nahapiet and
Ghoshal, 1998). Common stories about successful HRM practise in MNCs may lead to
mimetic motivation of implementation of such practices in subsidiaries (Björkman and
Lervik, 2007).

2.3.2.4.

Expatriates as an internal normative integration mechanism

Compared with local managers, expatriate managers (from home country or third
country) are more likely to have worked in multiple countries and settings, and thus
have extensive social networks (Björkman and Lu, 2001). As a result, they are more
likely to have been influenced by global institutional processes concerning the
appropriateness of the use of certain HRM practices than the local managers (Björkman
and Gooderham, 2012). Thus, they serve as ‘cultural carriers’ (Jaeger, 1983) or
‘bearers’ of particular ideas concerning HRM (Cerdin, 2003; Coller and Marginson,
1998). They are also less likely to be influenced by local cognitive and normative
institutional pressures concerning HRM, which first has to be de-institutionalised before
new institutionalised views about appropriate HRM practices can be developed and
spread in the host institutional environment (Björkman et al., 2007; Tolbert and Zucker,
1996). Expatriate managers may try to introduce HRM practices that they view as
appropriate (taken-for-granted view of HRM) as they are not certain about what
constitutes appropriate practices in the local setting (Björkman and Lu, 2001). The
presence of expatriates in a subsidiary is significantly and positively associated with a
greater integration as measured by the resemblance of foreign subsidiary’s HRM
practices to the parent (Björkman and Lu, 2001; Rosenzweig and Nohria, 1994; Smale
et al., 2012).
For the above reasons, MNCs see expatriate managers as key actors to transfer and
establish HRM practices, norms and standards in foreign subsidiaries, including the
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implementation of structures to coordinate and control the subsidiaries in line with the
HRM strategy of the parent company (Steger et al., 2011). Gaur et al. (2007) in seeking
to understand how host country environments influence subsidiary staffing strategies,
based on their analysis of expatriate employment levels and performance in 12997
foreign subsidiaries of 2952 Japanese firms in 48 countries, find that firms rely more on
expatriates in institutionally distant environments in order to efficiently transfer
management practices and firm-specific capabilities. Chowdhury and Mahmood (2012)
find that most of the foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries in Bangladesh employed
expatriate managers to develop and implement preferred HRM practices, which were
aligned with those of the headquarters and other subsidiaries. The findings further
suggest that having expatriate managers is one effective way of exercising tight control
over overseas subsidiaries. The presence of expatriates in the case of Bangladesh also
helped the MNCs insulate their subsidiaries from the turbulent local socio-political
situation.
The interactions between locals and expatriates are important in the diffusion of HRM
practices (Cerdin, 2003). In order to easily internalise the practices, they must be
consistent with the host institutional environment (Kostova and Roth, 2002). In this
regard, the length of the expatriate assignment is an important factor. As it increases, so
does the risk of assimilation of the expatriate, leading to their allegiance to the parent
firm being weakened as a result of their growing allegiance to the local firm and losing
touch with the parent company (Cerdin, 2003).
Besides the mechanisms discussed above, there are other ways through which diffusion
of norms concerning HRM practices can be disseminated within a given organisational
field. First, personal flows across an organisational field can help disseminate taken-forgranted practices (Harcourt et al., 2005). Kraatz and Moore (2002) posit that the
diffusion of practices occurs when individuals move across boundaries and meet each
other

in

professional

settings.

Murphy

and

Garavan

(2009)

suggest

that

professionalization occurs through HR professionals changing jobs and moving to new
organisations as they bring new ideas and practices to the organisation from their former
workplace. Similarly, in the context of MNCs, Rupidara and McGraw (2011) identify
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international transfer of professional employees as a mechanism that facilitates the
diffusion of ideas within and across boundaries of MNCs.
Second, consultancy firms provide services based on similar models and frameworks –
‘blue-prints’, irrespective of location, which are aimed at solving management problems
of their clients and helping them become more competitive (Oliver, 1997). Sayilar
(2009), in examining the moderating effect of normative institutional mechanism on the
relationship between business strategy and HRM models in Turkey, found that
consultancy firms conducting business in Turkey enabled the knowledge on HRM to be
transferred from Western countries to Turkey and created an environment for local
organisations to share their experience.
Third, states attempt to influence the cognitive and normative aspects that shape
employer behaviour that in turn influence the employer beliefs about what constitutes
rational and desirable behaviour (Godard, 2012; 2002). With regard to HRM,
governments induce or encourage desirable HRM practices through changing the
assumptions underpinning HRM practice, and attempting to influence cognitive norms
that guide managers’ view on what is good HRM practices (Cooke, 2011; Mellahi,
2007). Examples of the normative interventions include government agencies
promulgating codes of practice such as disciplinary procedures and diffusing these
through seminars and training sessions (Gennard and Judge, 1997) and the government
granting an “Investors in People” (IIP) certification for employers meeting certain
training standards (Pfeffer, 1998). Cooke (2011) finds that local governments in China
often promote and encourage prestigious MNCs to act as role models thereby playing a
crucial role in disseminating HRM practices, such as job analysis, performance
management, knowledge sharing and quality management.

2.3.2.5.

Professionalization in highly institutionalised professions

The degree of professionalization varies from profession to profession. In highly
institutionalized professions, professional career tracks in organisational fields are
closely guarded throughout the career path from entry to exit (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983). In such professions, professionals may be provided templates for the right ways
of doing things which are often taken-for-granted by the organisations and their
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members (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996; Oliver, 1992). As a result, individuals who
take up the same position from a particular organisational field tend to be virtually
identical in terms of education, skills, work experience, as well as their action mode and
even ideology (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Highly institutionalised professional
groups (individuals who share common expectations and occupy similar positions) may
constrain the adoption of different HR policies and practices (Snell, 1992). For these
professional groups, follow up and additional professional training programs are often
initiated by the professional associations. HRM matters relevant to them are also
discussed among the professionals themselves, perhaps stimulated or facilitated by the
professional membership associations (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Similarly, if HR
professionals working in the same industry receive education from the same institutions
and/or associate with the same trade associations, through them, organisations are likely
to adopt similar HRM practices (Tsai, 2010).
In sum, strong education and training systems, the existence of professional
organizations and the growth of social and professional networks, strong corporate
culture, presence of expatriate professionals, consultancy firms and government
normative interventions, all tend to drive organizations towards some level of
uniformity (Harcourt et al., 2005).

2.3.3. Mimetic forces and HRM
“Mimetic forces are pressures to copy or emulate other organisations’ activities,
systems, or structures” (Ashworth et al., 2009, p.167). According to DiMaggio and
Powell (1983, p.151), “when organisational technologies are poorly understood, when
goals are ambiguous, or when the environment creates symbolic uncertainty,
organisations may model themselves on other organisations” in the same organisational
field that are perceived to be successful and legitimate. Haunschild and Miner (1997)
identify three common types of mimetic isomorphism: outcome-based imitation,
frequency-based imitation and trait-based imitation. They are discussed below.
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2.3.3.1.

Outcome-based imitation

Outcome-based imitation focuses on mimicking practices that have had good outcomes
for other organisations in the past. When faced with uncertainty of the value of the
practices, managers are likely to ‘co-orientate’ – acquire information from their
organisational field about the behaviour of other organisations (Scott, 2001; Tolbert and
Zucker, 1996). Therefore, organisations may imitate HRM practices such as HPWPs or
global best practices – for example HR scorecards, talent management, sophisticated
selection, performance-related pay – developed by business schools and disseminated
through

consultancy firms and professional organisations, to keep up with their

competitors (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003; Tsai, 2010). These practices may have already
been proven a success in organisations that are perceived as successful, such as reputed
MNCs (Björkman and Gooderham, 2012; Galaskiewicz and Wasserman, 1989; Guler
et al., 2002; Rupidara and McGraw, 2011; Scott, 2008). Organisations follow
established behaviours and practices of high-status and successful organisations
voluntarily and consciously due to the belief that actions taken by these organisations
will be more likely to produce positive results (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
One way that organisations identify readily legitimised practices is benchmarking
against their competitors. Benchmarking is defined as “a related set of activities which
support and enhance strategies of imitation and/or collaboration” (Drew, 1997, p.429).
Adoption of popular management practices through benchmarking exercises is often
motivated by the desire to attenuate external pressures for external legitimacy, for
example reputation of the firm (Staw and Epstein, 2000) and improve efficiency and
effectiveness. Deephouse and Carter (2005) argue that where reputation is low in
comparison to other similar organisations, this generates external pressures for
legitimacy, encouraging isomorphism. Collings and Dick (2011), in examining the
relationship between ceremonial adoption of popular management practices and the
motivation for practice adoption and diffusion in American MNCs, find that some
MNCs conduct a number of benchmarking exercises with leading competitors to
identify best practices in the sector. One of the programs adopted as a result of
benchmarking was internal corporate cultural change aiming to rebuild the corporate
image and communicate it in the community.
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In foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries, internal benchmarking is a common practice in
situations of uncertainty. For example, Björkman and Lu (2001) found that, faced with
uncertainty about the suitability and efficiency of certain HRM practices, foreign-owned
subsidiaries turned to the parent company for developing subsidiary HRM practices.
Although benchmarking might result in a certain amount of reproduction of
universalistic HR practices through competitive isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983), it can also lead to variations in approach, content and implementation resulting in
competitive differentiation (Farndale and Paauwe, 2007).

2.3.3.2.

Frequency-based imitation

Frequency-based imitation focuses on mimicking practices that have been adopted by
the largest number of organisations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Institutional theory
suggests that the diffusion of practices in a given organisational field follows a twostage process: early adopters and late adopters (Tolbert and Zucker, 1983). Faced with
market pressure, early adopters often see the technical benefits of the practice and are
motivated to adopt for reasons of efficiency or to gain competitive advantage. However,
when the adoption of practice becomes widespread due to the perceived favourable cost
and benefits, they acquire rule-like status and become rationalized myths (Meyer and
Rowan, 1977; Tolbert and Zucker, 1996). As a result, irrespective of whether the
practice is perceived to be contributing to organisational performance, late adopters will
adopt the practice to gain legitimacy (Tolbert and Zucker, 1983). One HRM practice
that has been widely adopted by organisations without significant empirical evidence of
its performance benefits is talent management. Lewis and Heckman (2006) observe that
in 2004 a search of the terms ‘talent management hr’ on a popular search engine
resulted approximately 2.7 million but one year later the result grew to eight million.
However, Kennedy and Fiss (2009) in a study on the adoption patterns of total quality
management (TQM) practices in the hospital sector find that there are no marked
differences between early and late adopters with regard to the motivation for adoption.
Early adopters may adopt a practice both to improve efficiency and to gain legitimacy.
The only difference according to the findings is that the late adopters adopt the practice
to look better to relevant external audiences and to avoid future economic loss linked
with not being seen as progressive enough.
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2.3.3.3.

Trait-based imitation

Trait-based imitation focuses on mimicking practices of other firms that resemble them
in some respect such as size. Two concepts are of relevance in this regard: social
cohesion and structural equivalence. “Organisations may be directly linked through
social cohesion and indirectly linked through structural equivalence” (Murphy and
Garavan, 2009, p.7). In examining family-friendly work practices, Goodstein (1994)
found that mimetic isomorphism was strongest when organisations were both in the
same industrial sector and geographically proximate to each other. Structurally
equivalent industry is defined as “those with similar patterns of relations with suppliers
and buyers” (Murphy and Garavan, 2009, p.10). Organisations tend to adopt HRM
practices of organisations that are similarly situated in the social structure.
Organisations that are exposed to similar local market conditions and depend on the
same or similar customer base may adopt similar HRM practices (Buchko, 1994).
Imitation is likely to be influenced by firms’ psychic and social closeness (for example,
belonging to the same industry and home country, using consultants and HR executives
from the same education institute, same size, similarity and propinquity) as they scan
the environment on the basis of these reference groups (Björkman and Gooderham,
2012; Coleman, 1988; Haveman, 1993). Although the emergence of technology has
given an impression that geography is no longer significant (Rupidara and McGraw,
2011), organisations still categorise their peers based on proximity and distance
(McGuire et al., 2002). Palmer et al. (1993) highlight the role of social contagion
whereby proximate organisations use one another as reference points when deciding
whether to adopt a particular practice or not. Galaskiewicz and Wasserman (1989) posit
that organisational linkages are important in determining which organisations will be
imitated. Both direct and indirect network ties between boundary-spanning personnel
are important. Williamson and Cable (2003), in examining the top management teams
(TMT) hiring decisions of Fortune 500 industrial and service firms between 1990 and
1994, found that firms hired TMT members from sources within which they shared
interfirm network ties, and that TMT hiring patterns were shaped by mimetic
isomorphism.
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Mimetic behaviour occurs through a number of formal and informal avenues. These
avenues as ways of diffusion of HRM practices are detailed in Section 2.3.2.4. Models
may be diffused unintentionally, directly through employee transfer or turnover, or
explicitly by organisations such as consulting firms or industry associations (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983). Although industry associations as a diffusion mechanism is found to
be strong in developed world such as in the US (Godard, 2012), previous research in the
context of developing countries such as China (Cooke, 2011) and Russia (Karhunen,
2008) suggest that industry associations are not well established as a diffusion
mechanism of HRM practices in these countries.
All the conceptual and empirical studies discussed above provide useful insights into
how certain HRM practices are consistent with the institutional forces. Nevertheless, in
aggregate they are partial and problematic for three important reasons. First, these
studies are largely conducted in the Western context, where ‘the rules of the game’ are
known (Oliver, 1991). Although there is research conducted in the context of advanced
developing economies such as Saudi Arabia, China and Turkey, there is a dearth of
research in the context of small developing economies. Studies conducted in less
institutionalised sectors such as the hospitality industry are also rare.
Second, most studies have looked into one aspect of institutional pressure, and few
studies considered all three institutional mechanisms in the institutional analysis. For
example, some studies focused on the coercive pressures such as the effect of laws and
regulations, and neglected other aspects of coercive forces and normative and mimetic
pressures. Other studies focused on normative and/or mimetic pressures ignoring
coercive forces. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) suggest that in the real world, these
institutional mechanisms overlap. Murphy and Garavan (2009) argue that all three
mechanisms need to be applied to seek explanations for both adoption and diffusion of
HRM practices in an organisational field. Therefore, in order to have a deep
understanding of how macro-level institutional forces and field-level processes affect
HRM practices in organisations, a range of coercive, normative and mimetic factors at
play in the shaping of HRM practices need to be considered.
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Third, most studies take a single slice of HRM practices in organisations that are subject
to isomorphic pressures without considering the wider picture. It is plausible that
institutional pressures may influence some HRM practices more strongly than others
(Resenzweig and Nohria, 1994). A more comprehensive and accurate assessment of
institutional influence on HRM requires a variety of HRM practices.
The questions raised in the literature reviewed above can be looked at in a number of
contexts. As highlighted in Section 1.5.1, the Maldives has been undergoing major
political, legal and social changes. These changes include constitutional change which
gives new rights to employees or extends existing employment rights, and introduction
of employment laws, regulations and other IR institutions. The Maldives, being a
context in flux, is an apt site to explore how institutional forces affect HRM practices in
organisations. Therefore, the first research question that this study seeks to answer is:

How do institutional forces affect HRM practices in tourist resorts in the Maldives?

The theoretical insights and empirical studies discussed above show the constraining
effects of the institutional environment on organisations and their practices, viewing the
relationship between organisation and its institutional environment as unidirectional.
However, institutional environments are not ‘iron cages’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
Organisations can exercise ‘strategic choice’ in responding to institutional pressures
(Scott, 1991). Consistent with the calls for recognising power and agency in
institutional studies that emphasise institutional processes rather than effects, Pfeffer
(1981) and Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) were among the first to emphasize the role of
managers in managing their legitimacy in the institutional environment. Oliver (1991)
later extended this notion.

2.4.

Strategic responses to institutional pressures

Organisational responsiveness to institutional pressures has increasingly been
conceptualised as strategic choice (Goodstein, 1994). Drawing on institutional theory
and resource dependence theory, Oliver (1991) argues that organisations adopt a variety
of strategic responses to institutional pressure towards conformity in order to protect
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their interests. She identifies five strategic responses: acquiescence, compromise,
avoidance, defiance and manipulation (a continuum of responses from passive
conformance to active resistance). Organisations select their response depending on the
nature of institutional pressure and on the types of resources (tangible and intangible)
supplied to the organisation by constituents (e.g. financial resources, reputation – public
opinion).
Oliver’s (1991) typology of five strategic responses in turn embraces fifteen possible
tactics as shown in Table 2.2. According to the typology, first, acquiescence refers to
conformity to the institutional pressure. It may take alternative forms, from unconscious
habit-like adherence to rules or values to conscious compliance to norms, values, or
institutional requirements (Oliver, 1991). Organisations that share values and goals with
elements in the institutional environment/or being highly dependent on them are
expected to conform to institutional demands. Organisations comply with “the
perceived demands of cultural, normative and regulatory authorities” (Scott, 2008,
p.170). Acquiescence represents the deterministic nature of organisational behaviour by
the institutional environment as discussed in the first three sections of this chapter. In
particular, imitation as an acquiescence tactic is similar with the concept of mimetic
institutional mechanism discussed in 2.3.3 as organisations pursue taken-for-granted
practices in order to conform to the institutional environment (Scott, 2008).
Table 2-2: A continuum of strategic responses to institutional pressures
Strategies

Tactics
Habit
Acquiescence
Imitate
Comply
Low
Compromise
Balance
Pacify
Level of
Bargain
Active
Conceal
Resistance to
Institutional Avoid
Buffer
Pressure
Escape
Dismiss
Defy
Challenge
High
Attack
Co-opt
Manipulate
Influence
Control
Source: Oliver (1991, p.152).

Examples
Following invisible, taken-for-granted norms
Mimicking institutional models
Obeying rules and accepting norms
Balancing the expectations of the multiple constituents
Placating and accommodating institutional elements
Negotiating with institutional stakeholders
Disguising nonconformity
Loosening institutional attachment
Changing goals, activities, or domains
Ignoring explicit norms and values
Contesting rules and requirements
Assaulting the sources of institutional pressure
Importing institutional constituents
Shaping values and criteria
Dominating institutional constituents and processes
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Second, organisations facing multiple and conflicting pressures from the institutional
environment or when they are in a situation where there are inconsistencies between
institutional demands and internal organisational objectives related to efficiency or
autonomy tend to compromise by balancing, pacifying, or bargaining with the
institutional constituents (Oliver, 1991). The conflicting institutional demands give
organisations considerable room to manoeuvre, interpret, bargain, and compromise
(Scott, 2008). This response marks a departure from passive conformity to active
responses. By adopting balancing tactics, organisations may attempt to achieve parity
among or between multiple stakeholders and internal interests (Oliver, 1991). By
applying pacifying tactics in the form of minor levels of resistance to institutional
pressure, organisations divert their energy to appease the institutional source they have
resisted. By applying bargaining tactics, which is a more active form of compromise,
organisations may attempt to negotiate with institutional stakeholders in order to meet
the demands of institutional constituents at a reduced cost (Oliver, 1991).
In the context of MNCs, Quintanilla (1998) and Ferner (2000) argue that compromise
strategy reflects the subtle and micro-political power relations which shape the
relationship between the parent and its subsidiaries. McGraw (2004) argues that with
regard to HRM, even the strategic importance of the subsidiary is substantially mediated
by power and politics. HRM matters that are subject to the bargaining process include
compensation systems, management development and expatriate career progression
(Quintanilla, 1998). Within an MNC, power relations can be reciprocal (Scott, 1987).
Different units may hold different resources in different areas. Hence, they are
interdependent to acquire resources. As a result, there can be tensions leading to
negotiations and bargaining between units or between individual units and the HQs.
Political bargaining reflects non-explicit rules and patterns of behaviour between the
parent company and its affiliates (Quintanilla, 1998). The outcome of the bargaining
process is likely to be determined by the relative power that each party holds (Pfeffer
and Salancik, 1978).
Birkinshaw and Fry (1998, p.52) in a study which examined the policy transfer from
MNC HQs to subsidiaries found that subsidiaries engaged in a political process in the
policy transfer based on “proactive, pushy, and sometimes Machiavellian tactics”. The
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transfer is often a negotiated process where negotiation includes “informal interactions,
in which practices are considered, debated, tested, and incorporated into people’s daily
routines” (Cutcher-Gershenfeld et al., 1998, p.46). “From a power perspective,
subsidiaries may use their power resources to deflect a practice from its original
function or content, leading to what might be called ‘restrictive’ hybridisation, or to
engage in ritual compliance that drains the practice from meaning” (Ferner et al., 2005,
p.308).
In a conceptual paper which argues for the systematic incorporation of power and
interests into analysis of the cross-border transfer of practices within MNCs, Ferner et
al. (2011, p.169) argue that “there is a terrain of action for management to deploy power
to avoid macro-institutional coercive pressures”. The authors explain how subsidiaries
derive their power for the negotiation and bargaining with their parents. According to
the authors, subsidiaries may derive power capabilities from their status as skilled
negotiators (interpreters) of the host institutional context. They derive power from the
‘institutional complementaries’ of the host business system that generates certain
competitive advantage for the organisation. Subsidiaries’ local embeddedness is crucial
to generate resources such as scarce knowledge and expertise of value to the economic
activity of MNC which it cannot access otherwise (Almond, 2011). The regulatory
framework (the employment relations systems and working of the labour market) of the
host country and subsidiaries’ close relationship with local stakeholders, such as the
government, trade unions and works councils give subsidiary actors some purchase over
the ‘power of process’ by exerting coercive isomorphic pressures (Ferner et al., 2011).
Third, the strategic behaviour adopted by organisations in order to deter the necessity
for conformance is referred to as avoidance (Oliver, 1991). Organisations exercise
avoidance strategy using three tactics: concealment, buffer and escape. Concealment
tactics refer to organisations’ attempt at nonconformity in a disguised manner behind a
facade of acquiescence (Oliver, 1991). Buffering tactics involve reducing the possibility
of external inspection, auditing and evaluation through partially decoupling its technical
activities from external contacts (Scott, 1987). Escape tactics which are a more dramatic
form of avoidance involve organisations leaving the institutional environment within
which the pressure emanates or significantly changing the organisational goals and
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activities to avoid the need for conformance (Oliver, 1991). Scott (2008) suggests that
organisations are more likely to use avoidance response when confronted with the
external regulatory demands than with the normative and cognitive-cultural
requirements.
Strategies that organisations use to reduce the extent to which their stakeholders
scrutinise their activities by portraying themselves as conforming to societal norms
while conducting the business in ways that maximise efficiency and decision making
autonomy are referred to as decoupling (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). Decoupling allows
organisations to operate independent of institutional pressures (Scott, 2008). Decoupling
is often called organisational hypocrisy (Brunsson, 1989), which signifies an
organisation’s response to institutional pressures through contradictory actions and
statements. Some scholars such as Bromley et al. (2012) regard decoupling as
synonymous with resistance strategies. Decoupling stands in the middle range, covering
some compromise and avoidance strategies (Oliver, 1991).
Institutional scholars have identified a number of conditions under which organisations
exercise decoupling. First, decoupling can be induced when there is ambiguity in the
meanings of practices or inaccuracy of information and knowledge about them. For
example, in the case of US Civil Rights Act, ambiguity in the meaning of rules and
norms leaves organisations substantial latitude to redefine or modify the core aspects of
their programs to suit their interests (Edelman, 1992). Second, decoupling may be a
possible organisational response to institutional pressures when they “may or may not
have the capacity, willingness, or affinity” (Bromley et al., 2012, p.488). Third,
decoupling is common when organisations face regulatory demands and strong
normative pressures (Zjac and Westphal, 2002). Fourth, “organisations are more likely
to decouple structures from practice when there are high symbolic gains from adopting
but equally high costs associated with implementation” (Scott, 2008, p.172).
Fifth, decoupling is a common response when organisations face conflicting or
contradictory pressures (Oliver, 1991). In explaining how MNCs respond to pressure to
conform to their stakeholders’ expectations with regard to corporate social
responsibility (CSR), Surroca et al. (2013) argue that organisations can maintain
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legitimacy, even when some practices conflict with their stakeholders’ expectations.
These dual objectives are achieved “by creating visible but largely symbolic structures
and programs that follow the institutionalised rules, while simultaneously separating
these structures and programs from less acceptable ones” (Surroca et al., 2013, p.552).
Some institutional scholars also argue that decoupling is more likely in developing
countries (Bromley et al., 2012; Drori et al., 2003).
Fourth, defiance refers to a strong resistance to institutional pressure which may involve
tactics such as dismissal, challenge and attack. This strategy involves organisations
doing so in a highly public manner. Scott (2008, p.173) suggests that “defiance is likely
to occur when the norms and interests of focal organisations diverge substantially from
those attempting to impose requirements on them”.
Finally, manipulation is referred to as “the purposeful and opportunistic attempt to coopt, influence, or control institutional pressure and evaluations” (Oliver, 1991, p.157).
Organisations may attempt to co-opt the source of pressure by persuading institutional
constituents to become a part of the game. Controlling tactics involve organisational
efforts to establish power and control over institutional constituents from which
pressure arises. Scott (2008, p.173) argues that institutional theorists are concerned with
“the techniques used by organisations to directly manage views of their legitimacy”.
Organisations which use this strategy emphasise endorsements and support received
from other constituencies and attempt to manage their impressions and credibility. Scott
(2008) argues that manipulation can also take place in the form of collective response.
Organisations may collectively respond to a pressure in order to “shape the nature of
demands and even to redefine the rules and logics operating within the field” (Scott,
2008, p.175). Collective responses, however, do not limit individual attempts to
reinterpret, manipulate, challenge, or defy the institutional pressures (Scott, 2008).
Organisations can select more than one strategy or tactic in responding to the
institutional pressures (Clemens and Douglas, 2005).
Drawing on Streeck and Thelen (2005), Ferner et al. (2011) argue that MNCs are
powerful organisations that commonly act as ‘rule makers’ as well as ‘rule takers’ in
respect to the host institutional context. ‘Rule makers’ are actors involved in “setting
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and modifying in conflict and competition, the rule with which [rule-takers] are
expected to comply” (Streeck and Thelen, 2005, p.13). MNCs normally engage in
manipulation of the institutional environment, influencing government policy making
(Ferner et al., 2011; Oliver, 1991). For example, US MNCs in Germany attempted to
influence reform of co-determination legislation. Ferner et al. (2011, p.173) further
argue that “MNCs’ micro-institutions are plagued with ambiguities, complexities and
inconsistencies, and these give actors room for idiosyncratic interpretation of norms and
rules”. As a result, although subsidiaries may not be altering the micro-institutional
frameworks (manipulation), they may be able to selectively respond to different parts of
the institutional framework. Depending on the situation, MNCs’ rule making is passive
where they adapt to the institutional contexts to what they see as good without active
involvement (Ferner et al., 2011).

2.5.

Predictors of strategic responses

Oliver (1991) hypothesises the most likely conditions where different strategies can be
observed. She identifies five institutional factors, as shown in Table 2.3, which drive
strategic responses.

Table 2-3: Antecedents of strategic responses
Institutional
Factor

Research Question

Predictive Dimensions

Causes

Why is the organisation being pressured to
conform to institutional rules or
expectations?

Legitimacy or social fitness
Efficiency or economic fitness

Constituents

Who is exerting institutional pressures on
the organisation?

Content

To what norms or requirements is the
organisation being exerted?

How or by what means are the institutional
pressures being exerted?
What is the environmental context within
Context
which institutional pressures are being
exerted?
Source: Oliver (1991, p.160)
Control

Multiplicity of constituent demands
Dependence on institutional
constituents
Consistency with organisational goals
Discretionary constraints imposed on
the organisation
Legal coercion or enforcement
Voluntary diffusion of norms
Environmental uncertainty
Environmental interconnectedness

Organisations’ strategic choice to adopt, compromise, avoid, defy or even manipulate
external pressures is influenced by causes, constituents, control, contents and context of
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these pressures. First, the institutional factor cause “refers to the rationale, set of
expectations, or intended objectives that underlie external pressures for conformity”
(Oliver, 1991, p.161). In other words, why are organisations pressured for conformity?
Reasons for responses to institutional pressures fall into two categories: social
(normative rationality) and economic fitness (managerial rationality). This means
organisational responses to institutional pressures are influenced by both institutional
and technical factors (Oliver, 1991). Technical factors include “key aspects of task
environments and of organisations’ technical cores and are usually related to economic
fitness and include key resource dependencies and market forces” (Casile and DavisBlake, 2002, p.180). From the latter view, based on technical factors, organisations
initially make rational choices to gain technical advantage (Rogers, 2003).
Goodstein’s (1994) study of employer involvement in work and family issues finds that
both technical and institutional factors motivate the adoption of work-family initiatives.
Organisations are more likely to fully acquiescence to institutional pressures when
institutional and technical forces converge. Similarly, in a study using data drawn from
227 New Zealand organisations, Harcourt et al. (2005) find that both concerns for cost
minimisation and institutional concerns for perceived legitimacy in the eyes of
stakeholders predict employer behaviour of discrimination based on age. However, they
also find that the strength of these factors varies depending on individual employer’s
circumstances.
Oliver (1991, p.162) suggests that “the choice between acquiescence and more resistant
strategies will depend on the degree to which the organisation agrees with and values
the intentions or objectives that institutional constituents are attempting to achieve in
pursuing the organisation to be more socially or economically accountable”. In
developing countries where the institutional framework is under construction (Oliver,
1991), the cause behind institutional pressure may be ambiguous. For example, the
purpose of many legislative initiatives in these countries may not be so clear, leaving
organisations and individuals to wonder whether they should comply with them or not
(Karhunen, 2008). However, this may be the case not only in developing countries.
Hurrell (2005) in his study of the impact of the working time regulation in the
hospitality industry in the UK finds that the design of the regulation brings the
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government’s commitment into doubt. As a result, organisations’ departure from the
regulation is attributed to the design and content problems within the legislation.
The second institutional factor that predicts the nature of strategic response is the
institutional constituents which include various stakeholders that impose a variety of
laws, regulations and expectations (Oliver, 1991). Institutional constituents represent
who exert the pressure. They include the state, professions, interest groups, and the
general public. Different stakeholders may have different requirements and
expectations, leading to multiple and often conflicting pressures. Effective organisations
adopt internal procedures and processes to cope with the pressure emanating from the
constituents (Clemens and Douglas, 2005). Organisations may exercise acquiescence in
responding to institutional pressure when the pressures represent a low degree of
multiple and conflicting constituent expectations. Similarly, if institutionally desirable
practices are widespread within the industry or diffused within the organisational field,
organisations may use passive compliance (Oliver, 1991). Conversely, if the degree of
multiplicity is higher, organisations may embrace compromise, avoidance, defiance, and
manipulation strategies in responding to institutional pressures (Oliver, 1991). She
suggests that

“the mechanisms that drive compromise, avoidance, defiance, and

manipulation under conditions of high multiplicity are conflict resolution, uncertainty
reduction, and the growth in salience or organisational awareness of institutional
pressures that the contrast between competing constituent demands tend to produce”
(Oliver, 1991, p.163). When faced with multiplicity, organisations may prefer their own
interest in order to reduce uncertainty, conflicts and instability (Oliver, 1991).
Consistent with DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) consideration that dependence as a
predictor of institutional isomorphism, Oliver (1991) suggests that organisations’
response to institutional pressure may vary based on the dependence of the organization
on the institutional constituents from whom the pressure emanates. If an organisation is
highly dependent on the source of the institutional pressure, acquiescence is a more
likely response than resistance. Partial conformity (compromise) and avoidance are also
possible strategies even when the dependence is high. When dependence is low,
avoidance becomes a more viable option, along with defiance and manipulation
strategies (Oliver, 1991).
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The third factor that predicts organisational response is content. The requirements
associated with the institutional pressures are the focus of content (Clemens and
Douglas, 2005). Organisational responses to institutional pressures depend on their level
of consistency with the internal goals. If pressures are highly consistent with the internal
goals or objectives, it is likely to generate an acquiescence response. Compromise and
avoidance strategies are possible when the level of consistency is moderate. When the
consistency is low, defiance and manipulation strategies are more frequent (Oliver,
1991). This implies that organisations selectively comply with institutional pressures
that are consistent with their strategies and goals, and less likely to threaten their
independence or autonomy (Oliver, 1991).
The fourth factor that predicts strategic response, control is defined as “the means by
which pressures are imposed on organisations” (Oliver, 1991, p.168). She argues that if
regulatory agencies use more prescriptive approaches, then organisations are more
likely to use less active strategies. Conversely, when there is a lower degree of legal
coercion or enforcement, and of voluntary diffusion of institutional norms, values and
practices, then organisations are more likely to engage in active resistance strategies
(Oliver, 1991). Selection of a strategy also depends on the focus of institutional
pressure: whether the focus is on means or ends. End-orientated pressure is more likely
to instigate less active resistance strategies from organisations (Clemens and Douglas,
2005). As law enforcement has been a serious problem in most developing countries,
the question that remains is the effectiveness of institutional pressures being transmitted
to the organisational-level. Empirical studies in this context have already been discussed
in Section 2.3.1.1.
The fifth predictor of organisational response is context, i.e. the conditions within which
institutional pressures are exerted on organisations (Oliver, 1991). She suggests that
key elements in context are the level of uncertainty and the degree of
interconnectedness in the business environment. Organisations are likely to engage in
less active resistance strategies when the level of uncertainty and the degree of
interconnectedness in its environment are high (Oliver, 1991). Close interconnectedness
between organisations further enhances the voluntary diffusion of practices through
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relational channels (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Under
conditions of uncertainty, “the degree to which future states of the world cannot be
anticipated and accurately predicted” (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978, p.67), organisations
are supposed to exert greater effort to re-establish real or at least perceived control and
stability by complying, compromising or avoiding institutional pressures. High levels of
uncertainty stem from factors such as the introduction of new legal regulations or the
unpredictability of the market (Oliver, 1991).
To sum up, organisations are likely to act in accordance with institutional requirements
(1) when compliance enhances both social legitimacy and economic fitness in terms of
high long-term economic benefits; (2) when the organisation is dependent on and
controlled by the pressures; (3) when these requirements do not constrain organisational
autonomy in decision making; (4) when these requirements are widely acceptable to
other organisations; (5) when the organisations are closely interconnected; (6) when
organisations are faced by contextual uncertainty; and (7) when there is low multiplicity
of opposing demands (Klehe, 2004).
When mirrored against the institutional context of developing countries, the question of
strategic responses to institutional pressures deserves special attention. One of the basic
assumptions of Oliver’s (1991) model is stability in the institutional environment, where
the five institutional

predictors are well defined. In addition to the well-defined

institutional pressures, in order to employ the appropriate strategy, organisations need to
have clearly defined goals against which the strategic responses can be evaluated
(Karhunen, 2007). This is often not the case in developing countries where the
institutional environment is under construction and organisations are undergoing
transformation (Oliver, 1991).
Oliver’s (1991) typology, which explains when and why organisations make decisions
the way they do and choose certain procedures, has been applied in various empirical
settings, and tested and further developed during the last three decades. For example,
Goodstein (1994) and Ingram and Simons (1995) apply the model to work-family
issues. Goodstein’s (1994) study lends support to Oliver’s (1991) hypothesis that
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organisations are more inclined to conform to institutional pressures when they view
that conformity is consistent with their organisational goals and is beneficial for them.
Paauwe (2004) criticizes Oliver’s (1991) framework as the formulation of responses to
institutional pressures was based on negativity, meaning that organisations either
comply or evade in responding or reacting to the institutional pressures. Hence, Paauwe
(2004) extends the overview by including positive or innovative response (lead, initiate
and develop) to institutional pressures that might be required to achieve competitive
advantage. Paauwe’s (2004) extension is also based on Mirvis’ (1997) model, which
classifies leaders as similar to the innovative response, and followers and laggards as
similar to the neutral response. Paauwe and Boselie (2005) later developed this
framework into five ‘adopter categories’, and applied to the adoption of best practices:
innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards. Based on this
framework, more recently, Boon et al. (2009) have combined strategic responses of
conformity and active resistance and added an active constructive initiating response.
The resultant framework has three types of response strategies: deviant behaviour as
active resistance, conformist behaviour as a passive or neutral response, and innovative
behaviour as active development (Boon et al., 2009).
Having explained the different types of responses to institutional pressures, a further
question is why organisations differ in their response (Boon et al., 2009). Internal
dynamics of organisations can in part explain why organisations differ in their response.
Organisational choices are not automatic outcomes of systems adjusting to
environmental conditions (Child, 1972). Rather, the strategic choices made by
organisations are affected by organisational interests (Goodstein, 1994). As Dacin et al.
(2002) posit, power, politics, interests, and agency play a crucial role in organisation’s
interpretations and their response to institutional pressures. These pressures are not
deterministic, instead, are mediated by the role of powerful organisational players –
individuals or groups (Watson, 1996). Institutional theorists (e.g. Battilana et al., 2009)
refer to these actors as institutional entrepreneurs.
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2.6.

Human agency

Human agency plays a crucial role in transforming cognitive, normative, and regulative
institutions (Colomy, 1998). It denotes the impact of the dominant coalition of the
organisation in making strategic choices (Child, 1972). The dominant coalition (the
people who hold the decision making power in the organisation) is able to moderate the
external and internal contingency factors depending upon a range of factors which affect
the leeway available for the shaping of HRM practices in organisations (Paauwe, 2004).
Rupidara and McGraw (2011) argue that within the context of the shaping of HRM, a
key theoretical issue is the degree to which the behaviour of actors is simply the product
of social pressure, as opposed to the outcome of freely taken individual decisions. This
mirrors the central ontological problem in many social sciences concerning the degree
to which human agents are free to change social structures as opposed to the extent to
which they are constrained by them (Barley and Tolbert, 1997). The theoretical
perspectives and empirical studies discussed in 2.4 and 2.5 suggest that although
institutional pressures to a certain extent limit the options for organisational actors,
through various means these actors are able to alter the institutions they enact (Barley
and Tolbert, 1997). Actors are able to largely pursue rational actions and self-interests
despite their actions being constrained to a certain extent by the subtle influence of the
institutional environment in which they are embedded. Sections 2.6.1 and 2.6.2 provide
details about the role of agency in the shaping of response to institutional pressures in
relation to HRM.

2.6.1. HR actors
Management is often regarded as the dominant human actor in the organisation (Kochan
et al., 1984), as strategic decisions are often made by the management (Paauwe and
Boselie, 2007). In the context of tourist resorts in the Maldives, Najeeb (2013) states
that the prime HR actors involved in shaping HRM in resorts in the Maldives are the
management team (MT), who include senior managers (e.g. general managers), HR and
line managers, and in some cases the owners. The study found that although the HR
managers are better positioned to perform HRM roles in resorts, other managers and
owners also play various roles in the design and implementation of HRM practices. The
study highlighted that as most resorts are in the process of devolving HR responsibilities
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to line managers, there is no clear distinction between HRM responsibilities of the HR
department and line managers. As a result, there is tension between HR managers and
line managers. The study found that the execution of HRM practices necessitated
interaction among HR actors as they contest and reconcile their interests and roles. The
present study focuses on exploring how these actors respond to the institutional and
other pressures in the shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the Maldives.
Other studies have also examined the role of management and HR managers in
particular in the shaping of HRM practices. Taylor and Finley (2008) find that HR
directors in luxury resorts in North Carolina are major actors in identifying and
responding to environmental forces which affect the organisational structure and
performance. Van Gestel and Nyberg (2009) investigated the role of HR managers in
translating the national policy on sickness absence management into local HRM
practices in Dutch law firms. The focus of their study was on understanding HR
managers’ sensitivity and responses to the institutional environment. The findings
highlighted that HR managers interpreted the policy according to different perspectives,
but predominantly managerial and the cost control perspectives. Through different
interpretations, in the implementation process, the HR actors modify or transform HR
practices (Clegg et al., 2006). HR actors interpret and prioritise certain aspects of
policies in order to legitimise its implementation and to reinforce unequal relationship
within the organisation. Overall, the findings suggest that HR managers play a key role
in connecting institutional context and local HRM practices.
Head and Lucas (2004) argue that managers within the hospitality industry are
perceived as exercising choices within the constraints of the marketplace. The
competitive environment drives employees towards labour cost minimisation strategies.
In the absence of unions, employers may be able to exercise a high degree of managerial
prerogative. Their study of the effect of individual employment legislation in the nonunionised hospital industry in the UK finds that managers in the industry “remain
relatively free to manage employees in an arbitrary and determined fashion, in spite of
an increasingly wide net of statutory employee rights” (Head and Lucas, 2004, p.693).
They find that although law imposes certain constraints on managers to dismiss
employees fairly, they can still mitigate the law’s effects in a number of ways. The
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study introduced the concept of determined opportunism which characterises “the
determination on the part of employers to assert managerial authority and to reduce
costs, often by exploiting legal loopholes” (Head and Lucas, 2004, p.707).
Although scholars such as Head and Lucas (2004) attribute a lack of compliance to laws
and regulations or presence of poor HRM practices to a lack of union presence, some
research highlights how managers deflect the power of unions in the formulation and
implementation of HRM practices. For example, Tempel et al. (2006) in their study of
subsidiary responses to institutional duality, focusing on collective representation
practices of US MNCs in Britain and Germany, found that driven by anti-union
ideology, US-owned British subsidiary managers convinced their employees that union
recognition was not in their interests, by highlighting the effectiveness of the existing
company council. This strategy was successful in fighting off union recognition. On the
other hand, the study also showed that subsidiary management has used its relationship
with trade unions to avoid parent company intervention in employment relations. For
example, it did not comply with corporate guidelines on resolving employee disputes on
the grounds that these did not fit in with subsidiary IR policy. They also introduced
employee communication channels and sophisticated HRM practices designed to retain
good employees in order to prevent works councils being set up. These findings show
that management ideology is the key determinant of HRM practices in some
organisations (Godard, 1997; Keenoy, 1990) regardless of the presence of isomorphic
pressures.
Ferner et al. (2005) in examining the process of transfer of diversity policy from US
headquarters to their subsidiaries in the UK find that the ability of HR actors within the
UK subsidiaries to mobilise and deploy specific power resources allows them to resist
the full implementation of corporate diversity policy, leading to a range of compromise
and accommodation strategies. The HR policy, as a result, underwent hybridisation.
Consistent with these findings, Chung et al. (2012), in a study of managing the duality
of IHRM, with a focus on the strategy and perceptions of key actors in South Korean
MNCs, argue that the use of a best practice-based hybrid model to manage the dual
pressures of global integration and local responsiveness could be understood as a result
of actors’ interpretation of their unique contexts and the desired features of global HR
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practices. Similarly, drawing on a case-study approach to examine the adoption of and
resistance towards North American HRM practices in a Chinese computer
manufacturing firm, McKenna et al. (2010) find that introduction of North American
HRM ideas in the Chinese company reflects HRM outcomes are not simply a matter of
transferring ‘best’ HR practices copied blindly into a Chinese context. Nor is resistance
to these practices evidence of a societal effect. “Instead, HRM outcomes are best
understood as part of an inevitable process which occurs when managements seek
greater control over the way work is done and the way the employee should ‘be’”
(McKenna et al., 2010, p.869). The HRM practices were accepted or resisted largely on
the basis of their impact on end-users’ working lives. While all three studies discussed
here emphasise the role of HR actors in the shaping of HRM practices in subsidiaries,
the findings by McKenna et al. (2010) also highlight the influence of employees in the
process of enactment of HRM practices in organisations.

2.6.2. Non-managerial employees
Most studies that focused on human agency have only accounted for managerial agency,
neglecting the role of non-managerial employees. However, agency is not restricted to
managers, professionals or elites. “All actors participate, wittingly or not, in the
reproduction and reconstruction of the social systems they inhabit” (Scott, 2008, p.103).
HRM policies and practices influence, and are influenced by individual employee
decisions as employees are stakeholders that have the capacity to construct and shape
their organisations according to their interpretations and perceptions of relevant
institutional factors. Non-managerial employees are the end-users who will directly be
affected by the HRM practices (Bellemare, 2000). From an institutional perspective,
employees are one of the stakeholder groups that legitimise the organisational actions
upon which organisations depend for their success and survival.
Employees may use various strategies to influence the managerial decisions regarding
HRM. Bellemare (2000, p.386) suggests that when employees become dissatisfied,
“they generally have at least two strategies at their disposal: they can leave, or they can
make their voice heard”. Organizational-level collective relations will influence
employee exit decisions. Drawing on Hirschman (1970), Croucher et al. (2011) suggest
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that the alternative to exit is voice; should the latter not be feasible or be weak, then the
former represents the only option for dissatisfied employees.
From an institutional theory perspective, giving consideration to the role of nonmanagerial employees in influencing HRM decisions can provide a complementary
explanation for institutional effects. That is, “institutions provide individuals with the
basis for action” (Robson et al., 1996, p.398). For example, laws, and beliefs about the
individual rights may drive individuals to aggressively seek their new found right. In
doing so, individuals can cause huge financial penalties to be levied against
organisations. This in turn may force or motivate organisations to adopt practices that fit
institutional requirements (Robson et al., 1996). This type of focus (micro-level
explanation with an emphasis on individual action rather than macro-level or structural
approach) is necessary because changes in institutional requirements may not directly
associate with the changes in organisational structure. In other words, institutional
requirements may not be reflected in HRM practices adopted by an organisation, thus
individual action may be required. This implies that the institutional environment
affects organisational structure through its influence on individual behaviour (Robson et
al., 1996). These authors suggest that in order to advance this micro-level argument,
“first, the relationship between institutions and individual behaviour needs to be
established; second, the relationship between the resulting individual behaviour and
organisational structures needs to be established” (Robson et al., 1996, p.398).
One prominent study conducted on the basis of micro-institutional argument is the study
by Robson et al. (1996) that examined the institutional effects on the timing of
accountants’ resignation. They studied credentialing process and found that “nonauditors in jurisdictions with broadly focused experience requirements postponed
resignation until after the completion of the requirement” (Robson et al., 1996, p.398).
In this case, “the social institution of certification provides accountants with a valued
resource that increase exit rates” (Robson et al., 1996, p.415). As a result, accounting
firms may need to devise strategies and adopt appropriate practices to deal with
employee exit brought about by certification institutions. The influence of nonmanagerial employees in HR related decision making implies that HR actors have to
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accommodate institutional, organisational and individual employees’ demands and
preferences within the organisation.
The discussion of theoretical concepts and empirical studies highlights that active
agency is the main driver behind the strategic responses to the institutional pressures.
However, although HRM literature has acknowledged the role of HR actors in juggling
their responsibilities towards various stakeholders, HR actors’ roles in interpreting and
dealing with the institutional environment have received less prominence (Watson,
2004). The role and agency of HR actors as interpreters of institutional environment,
sense-makers of the consequences of their actions and the implementers of the HR
processes are in need of further theoretical and empirical development (van Gestel and
Nyberg, 2009). Similarly, how the institutional context and managerial actions are
perceived by employees and their consequent reactions to managerial decisions
concerning HRM need research attention. Understanding the complex relationship
between HRM and the institutional environment may benefit from an in-depth
understanding of the active role of human agency in reacting to institutional pressures
(Boon et al., 2009; Farndale and Paauwe, 2007; Ferner et al., 2005; van Gestel and
Nyberg, 2009).
The Maldives has been undergoing institutional changes concerning IR. As a result,
organisations in the Maldives may require adjusting their policies and practices to these
institutional changes. These changes have also created or extended existing employment
rights. As a result, employees have been increasingly exercising their rights such as the
right to strike (Najeeb, 2011a). Therefore, the Maldives is a suitable site to explore how
organisations respond to institutional pressures. Hence, the second research question,
this study seeks to answer is:
How do HR actors in resorts in the Maldives respond to institutional forces?

Besides internal dynamics (power, interest and agency), diversity in HRM practices can
also be explained by factors such as ownership type. A great deal of existing research
has treated organisational fields in a homogeneous manner. However, organisational
fields can also have subfields, where a set of organisations may have specific ways of
61

organising themselves (Karhunen, 2007). For example, within an industry, specific
sectors or ownership groups may have different rules, norms and practices (Bourdieu,
2005; Coser et al., 1982).

2.7.

Ownership: locally owned versus foreign owned enterprises

IHRM research has increasingly been focusing on comparing HRM practices of foreignowned subsidiaries of MNCs with those used by local firms with the aim of
understanding why certain HRM practices converge while others diverge (Ferner, 1997;
Gooderham et al., 1999; Tregaskis and Brewster, 2006). One reason for increased
interest in HRM practices in MNC subsidiaries in the convergence and divergence
debate is that these subsidiaries are faced with ‘institutional duality’. The subsidiaries
face pressure from both the external institutional context and the internal relational
context (Kostova and Roth, 2002). The challenge therefore for these subsidiaries is to
balance the pressure from these sources in order to maintain external and internal
legitimacy (Tempel et al., 2006). However, Mellahi et al. (2013) argue that it is not only
MNC subsidiaries that face dual pressures. Besides the external context, local firms also
face mimetic isomorphic pressures from their parents to duplicate patterns that are
perceived as successful in other firms.
A fairly large body of research and earlier studies in particular shows that HRM
practices in MNC subsidiaries follow a localised approach. As a result, HRM practices
both in foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries and domestic firms are similar. For example,
previous studies find that HRM practices in foreign subsidiaries in the US (Rosenzweig
and Nohria, 1994) and Taiwan (Hannon et al., 1995) overall were more localised than
globally standardised, indicating stronger local than internal or international pressures.
Björkman and Lu’s (2001) study which was based on Western-Chinese joint ventures
revealed that HRM practices were more similar to those of the MNC parent company
than those of local firms. Giardini et al. (2005) in a study that explored how IR
institutions such as collective bargaining, co-determination and vocational training
influence the adoption of US-style HRM in Germany found that while giving
considerations to US style, these subsidiaries were more concerned with meeting the
societal demands in relation to the national business systems. Schmitt’s (2003) study, in
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the context of foreign-owned subsidiaries in Germany found that American and British
subsidiaries in Germany were as likely to have a works council as local German firms.
However, a compelling amount of research and studies conducted more recently in
particular show that HRM practices in foreign-owned subsidiaries follow both local and
internal conditions, and in some case more closely resemble to those advocated by their
parent companies. Hall and Gingerich (2004), based on data from US MNCs located in
15 European countries and Australia, find that both strategic role of the subsidiary and
institutional environment are important determinants of HRM practices. Farndale et al.
(2008) – a study based on data from UK, Germany, Netherlands and Sweden – find
evidences of differences between HRM practices between foreign owned and domestic
owned MNCs, as well as between MNCs and domestic organisations. Myloni et al.
(2004) in a comparative study of HRM practices in Greek firms and MNC subsidiaries
located in Greece find that individual subsidiary HRM practices are localised and/or
standardised to different degrees. The findings from Tempel et al. (2006) explain the
limited adaptation of American firms to German IR institutions. The findings highlight
that the pressure from American HQs to submit to company-wide HR policies
outweighs the isomorphic pressure of the German institutional environment predicted
by neo-institutional theory.
Zhu and Verstraeten (2013) in their study of HRM practices in Vietnam based on the
survey results of 1282 managers working in different organisations in Vietnam, found
that there were different HRM practices among companies with different types of
ownership. For example, joint ventures (JVs) and MNCs from advanced economies had
better international HRM practices than did local companies. However, the adoption of
HRM was not only related to ownership, but also associated with sector, size and
market orientation. They also found that there was reciprocity between foreign and local
companies in terms of their HRM practices – with local companies adopting
international standards in HRM practices, and MNCs and JVs following local rules and
norms. Although local firms in developing countries mimic foreign-owned MNC
subsidiaries’ practices, they may lack the necessary resources and capabilities to
implement these practices (Mellahi et al., 2013).
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Rosenzweig (2006) argues that HRM practices are likely to conform to local norms,
owing to the fact that HRM decisions are often mandated by local laws and strongly
influenced by customs and practices in the local labour market. However, within a
particular subsidiary some HRM practices may more closely follow the parent while
others follow local conditions (Brewster et al., 2008). Some studies suggest that
compensation and recruitment and selection practices are likely to be similar with local
condition (Björkman et al., 2008; Kogut and Zander, 1992; Muller, 1998; Shen, 2004).
These scholars also identify reasons for the similarity. These reasons are: these practices
are codified and transparent, and as a result, they are easy to imitate or diffuse; the
propensity to share the information about these practices by employees with each other;
and the competitive labour market. Chowdhury and Mahmood (2012) observe that
foreign owned MNC subsidiaries in Bangladesh are more consistent with host country
institutional environment in their pay and performance appraisal practices. This is
because of the presence of rigid, institutionally determined pay practices for nonmanagerial employees in Bangladesh. However, they adopt headquarter-prescribed pay
structures for managerial employees, using ‘appropriateness’ and ‘attractiveness’ of
parent company practices (Björkman et al., 2007) as a tool to legitimate their
managerial pay practice.
Training and development is one HR area that bears strong imprints of the home
country but also one that can cause conflict of interests between MNCs and host
countries (Brewster et al., 2008; Dowling et al., 1999; Smith and Meiskins, 1995).
Rosenzweig and Nohria (1994) in their study of HRM with an international comparative
focus find that although many MNCs have company-wide policies and philosophies
regarding training that serve to exert pressures on subsidiaries to adhere to parent
practices, training and development practices are primarily shaped by local conditions.
Similarly, in a comparative analysis of French and U.K. organisations to explore the
impact of national context and HR strategy on employee development, Tregaskis (1997)
observes that national context is the strongest predictor of how employee development
is organised. Mellahi et al. (2013) argue that training and development is expected to
follow local characteristics because the external and internal pressures to do so are great
– in order to embed knowledge and skills needed to operate effectively in the host
country. Their study in the context of Turkey finds that there are competitive and
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institutional pressures for local firms to professionalize their training practices. As a
result, there are no significant differences between MNC subsidiaries and domestic
Turkish firms in terms of training and development practices. However, Björkman et al.
(2008) in the context of China find that training and development share similarities with
parent company due to increased overseas training and professional work experience
(Björkman et al., 2008). Chow (2004) in examining the impact of institutional context
on HRM practices in three Chinese societies observes that the provision of training at
all levels is likely to be found in foreign owned organisations (Chow, 2004). More
recently, Cooke (2011) observes that MNCs in China generally invest more on training
and development and are more able to attract talent than privately owned firms.
Mellahi et al. (2013) in their study of high-performance HRM practices of foreignowned subsidiaries of MNCs operating in Turkey and local Turkish firms provide
insights on identifying underlying characteristics of HRM practices that are likely to be
adapted to the local institutional milieu by foreign MNC subsidiaries. The study also
provides insights into HRM practices pursued by local firms that are likely to converge
to the practices adopted by foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries. The study points out that
HRM practices that are easy to diffuse, control and manage, and reflect a core
organisational value will not be adapted to local context. These practices include:
performance appraisal, performance-based compensation, internal communications,
employee empowerment and the strategic emphasis placed on the HR department.
These practices will not be altered as they are core functions. The study also identifies
some instances where foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries are more likely to adapt their
HRM practices to the local context. According to the study this is more likely with
HRM practices that are difficult to diffuse, control and manage, and require sensitivity
to local institutional pressures. These practices include employee development and
merit-based promotion.
The existing research suggests that the major reason for local firms to follow (mimic)
foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries’ HRM practices is the perceived superiority of their
practices in achieving the competitive advantage (Wood et al., 2011). However, there
are factors that may lead foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries to deviate from their parents’
preferred HRM practices and adopt those in local firms or those in other MNC
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subsidiaries operating in the host environment. For example, their managers may
interact socially and professionally with other expatriates working in local firms and
other MNC subsidiaries located in the host country, and such interactions may influence
a particular MNC subsidiary to adopt HRM practices prevalent in the local environment
(Björkman and Gooderham, 2012). MNC subsidiaries, particularly if they are small,
may seek to become more like local firms as they are in the same institutional
environment and/or if they wish to abandon some of their parent practices which they
consider inappropriate (McGraw and Peretz, 2011). These evidences supporting the
directional convergence suggest that common forces are at work in the shaping of HRM
practices for both foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries and local firms (Mellahi et al.,
2013).
The empirical studies discussed in this section suggest that the extent to which foreignowned MNC subsidiaries diverge from or converge to local firms with respect to their
HRM practices is a key issue for management and institutional scholars (Björkman and
Lervik, 2007; Mellahi et al., 2013). There is no consensus among the scholars about
whether HRM practices in foreign-owned MNC subsidiaries follow a more localised
approach or a more internal approach. The review of empirical studies also shows that
there are inconsistencies about which practices are more likely to be influenced by the
local institutional context and why (Mellahi et al, 2013). Therefore, despite the
perceived superiority of MNC subsidiaries (dominance effect), there is a need to
compare the configuration of HRM practices in these organisations with local firms.
As Section 1.5.2 highlighted, 47% of resorts (subsidiaries of MNCs) in the Maldives are
operated by local companies and the rest of the resorts are owned by foreign companies
or joint venture companies between local and foreign investors. Therefore, the resort
sector in the Maldives is an appropriate site to compare the configuration of HRM
practices between foreign-owned subsidiaries and domestic firms. Hence, the third
research question this research addresses is:

To what extent do institutional forces, strategic responses, and HRM practices
vary between resorts that belong to international hotel chains and local resorts
in the Maldives?
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2.8.

Summary

This chapter provided a critical and extensive review of the literature on the institutional
forces and strategic choices in the context of the shaping of HRM practices in
organisations. Three research questions emerged from the literature review:
RQ 1: How do institutional forces affect the shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the
Maldives?
RQ 2: How do HR actors in resorts in the Maldives respond to institutional forces?
RQ 3: To what extent do institutional forces, strategic responses, and HRM practices
vary between resorts that belong to international hotel chains and local resorts in the
Maldives?
Next, Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach of the study.
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3. RESEARCH METHODS

3.1.

Introduction

This chapter describes where, when, how and with whom the research was carried out.
This study adopts qualitative research methods. As the study seeks to understand the
process that shapes HRM practices largely from the view point of managerial and nonmanagerial employees working in resorts, an interpretative approach was adopted as the
overarching epistemological perspective. The term ‘methods’ is used in its broadest
sense in this chapter as “a mode and a framework for engaging with empirical material”
(Alvesson and Deetz, 2000, p.4). Following Myers (2013), the figure below outlines the
research methods used in this study.
Figure 3.1: Outline of the research methods

Research design

Overarching philosophical assumption, the research questions and purpose

Research methods – qualitative multiple case study

Data collection

Coding

Evaluation

Data collection – interviews observation and internal documents

Data analysis

Selection of case resorts

Empirical evidence – other documentary sources

Theorizing

Evaluation of qualitative/interpretative case study research

Source: Adapted from Myers (2013).
The figure above shows the various research activities and their linear relationship
(unbroken arrows) and the iterative nature of the research methods (dashed arrows on
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the right). The main feature of the iterative approach to research design is that research
questions may be changed over time based on the material collected and that research
strategies, as data collections and analysis methods and tactics, should fit the (changing)
research questions and process (Kerssens-van-Drongelen, 2001). The first part of the
research design has been described in Chapters 1 and 2 (research objectives, research
questions and theoretical underpinnings). The remainder of this chapter is organised as
follows. Section 3.2 outlines the choice of research method. Section 3.3 provides an
introduction to the case study approach. This section provides details of the multiple
case study method which includes the selection of cases and number of cases chosen.
Section 3.4 provides a summary of the cases studied. Section 3.5 then outlines the data
collection methods. This includes a detailed account of the interviews conducted and the
documents examined. Section 3.6 outlines the data analysis techniques used. Section 3.7
presents an evaluation of the research design. Section 3.8 provides potential limitations
concerning the research methods. Section 3.9 presents ethical considerations. Finally
Section 3.10 provides a summary of the chapter.

3.2.

Choice of methods – interpretative or qualitative research

Chapter 1 identified the broad research problem as “How do institutional forces and HR
actors shape HRM practices in self-contained tourist resorts in the Maldives?” An
extensive and critical review of the literature in Chapter 2 led to the emergence of the
following research questions:
RQ 1: How do institutional forces affect the shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the
Maldives?
RQ 2: How do HR actors in resorts in the Maldives respond to institutional forces?
RQ 3: To what extent do institutional forces, strategic responses, and HRM practices
vary between resorts that belong to international hotel chains and local resorts in the
Maldives?
According to Zalan and Lewis (2004), the choice of methodology should be based on
the objective of the study, the nature of the research problem and the theoretical
underpinnings that inform the study. Miles and Huberman (1994, p.94) suggest that
qualitative methods are more appropriate to “explore exotic cultures, understudied
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phenomena, or very complex social phenomena”. Drawing on Kogut (2001), MarschanPiekkari and Welch (2004, p.6) argue that “methods and theory in a discipline are
closely intertwined, with the choice of method shaping and constraining the research
agenda in path-dependent ways”.
Taking into account the nature of the research problem, the objectives and the
theoretical perspectives of the study, the adoption of qualitative methods in this study
are justified as follows. First, most HRM research has followed a scientific approach
that focuses on establishing associations between different variables – for example, the
link between HR and performance (Paauwe, 2009). The emphasis of this approach has
largely been “on testing the added value of HR practices using multiple input-output
models” (Boselie, 2009a, p. 91). Although the field requires more exploratory and
theory generating research rather than empirical testing, the scientific approach
underestimates the scope for theory development (Paauwe, 2009). Some scholars (e.g.
Tempel et al., 2006; van Gestel and Nyberg, 2009) argue that understanding the
complex relationship between HRM and the institutional environment requires a deeper
understanding of the process that shapes HRM practices.
This study adopted institutional perspective to study the process that shapes HRM
practices in organisations. Previous institutional-HRM research in general, particularly
those conducted on the field-level processes, focused on outcomes such as homogeneity
in HRM practices rather than the processes of homogenisation (Schneiberg and
Clemens, 2006). These studies were dominated by quantitative methods (Tempel et al.,
2006) with large data sets. The current study focuses on understanding the process by
which homogeneity or heterogeneity of HRM practices is constructed (DiMaggio,
1991). A qualitative method provides a sophisticated instrument to capture the often
subtle, complex and changing ways in which organisations operate, and is appropriate
to capture the complexity of phenomena and to explain the differences in behavioural
patterns of organisations (Fleetwood and Hesketh, 2006; Legge, 2005; Miles and
Huberman, 1994).
Second, qualitative methods go beyond ‘what’ questions (observable behaviours) to ask
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions - meanings and beliefs underlying the observable behaviour
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(Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004). This study aims at accounting for and explaining
the ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ of the links between context, processes and outcomes
(Pettigrew, 1997). In this study, the research problem and the context – how
institutional forces shape HRM in resorts in the Maldives – offer an opportunity to
study two processes: first, how the institutional context affects organisations; and
second, how organisations respond to the institutional context. The strategic responses
and HRM practices that may emerge from the interaction between organisation and
institutional forces can be viewed as outcomes of the process.
Third, research design must give consideration for environment characteristics, resource
constraints and cultural factors to suit the research to the specific location (Thomas,
1996). Qualitative research “takes a more holistic approach to the research objects, and
studies a phenomenon in its context” (Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004, p.8).
Interpretive or qualitative research can take advantage of a contextualised approach
linking context, content and process (Walsham, 1993). Institutional theory corresponds
well with the contextualised approach in this kind of study with its focus on context and
institutionalization processes (Pettigrew, 1987). The contextualised approach can bridge
institutional theory to practical research. With regard to the objective of the study and
the nature of the research problem, this study sought to develop a contextually
embedded account of the shaping of HRM in organisations. The nature of the research
problem and issues being researched are relatively unexplored. The nature and strength
of institutional pressures, strategic responses and the process of shaping of HRM in
resorts in the Maldives are likely to differ from that of other contexts in which the
theory (institutional theory) applied in this research was developed.
Fourth, conducting research in developing countries is associated with constraints such
as problems relating to accessing reliable secondary data, the unfamiliarity of
respondents with the use of questionnaires, and the building of trust and rapport with the
respondents (Marschan-Piekkari and Welch, 2004). The Maldives is a small developing
economy where accessing reliable data appears to be a challenging task. Similarly,
owners, managers and employees in resorts in the Maldives are suspicious of research
activities and are not open to providing information about the resorts and their work. As
a result, building trust, rapport and familiarity is essential in order to persuade these
71

potential informants to cooperate with the research. A qualitative research design is
more appropriate to address these issues because it is flexible, and depending on the
circumstances the method and time of data collection can be altered during the course of
study (Miles and Huberman, 1994).

3.3.

Interpretative case study as a research strategy

Interpretative case study strategy relies on an underlying interpretive and constructive
epistemology, i.e. a view that reality is socially constructed. Interpretative case study
generally attempt to understand phenomena through the meanings that people assign to
them (Myers, 2013). Yin (2003) says that case studies are a preferred approach when
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are to be answered, when the researcher has little control
over events and when the focus is on a current phenomenon in a real-life context. In this
study, the overarching research problem and the first two research questions were posed
as ‘how’ questions. The third research question is of a reflection and evaluating nature
as it brings together the results on the first two research questions. The researcher had
no control over the behavioural events of the respondents and the study focuses on
contemporary events. The focus of the study is to gain insight into the shaping and
reshaping of HRM in resorts which is a continuous process that involves ongoing
interaction of HR actors with institutional environment and relational context
(Bondarouk et al., 2009; Tempel et al., 2006).
One of the strength of case studies is their contextuality (Yin, 2003). Case study
research is particularly useful when the research problem under investigation is difficult
to study outside its natural setting (Ghauri, 2004). Previous research shows that case
study is an effective way of understanding the relationship between macroenvironmental factors, industry-level relationships and organisational decision-making
(Ghauri, 2004). As this research seeks to study the impact of Maldivian institutional
context on HRM in resorts operating in the Maldives, case study approach is highly
relevant.
Another advantage of using case studies for HRM research is that it provides ample
opportunities for the researchers to clarify issues and check their understanding of topics
until they gain adequate answers and interpretations (Ghauri, 2004). This is a helpful
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exercise in exploratory studies (Marshall and Rossman, 1995). Case study strategy also
allows the researcher to deal with a wide array of evidence such as documents, artefacts,
interview data and observations (Creswell, 2007). Multiple sources of data collection
facilitate “the researcher to go deep into complex matters which are not wholly
understood” (Stewart et al., 1994, p.13) but need to be understood in specific contexts
(Yin, 2003), which is a necessary condition for theory building (Ghauri, 2004).
Case study research can adopt a single or multiple-case study design as this approach
allows the researcher to increase the robustness of a finding by replicating it across
cases (Piekkari et al., 2009). Although a multiple-case study design offers the
opportunity to compare different cases, resulting in the improvement of the likelihood
of validity and reliability of the findings (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles and Huberman,
1994), Yin (2003, p.47) emphasizes that within a multiple-case study design every case
“must serve a specific purpose within the overall scope of inquiry”. Therefore, multiplecase studies must be treated like multiple experiments rather than multiple respondents
(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003) that replicate, contrast or extend an existing
theory (Myers, 2013). Each case must be selected so that it either predicts similar results
which would result in literal replication or predicts contradictory results but for
predictable reasons which would result in theoretical replication (Miles and Huberman,
1994; Yin, 2003).

3.3.1. Selection of cases
Sampling of cases captures the difference between quantitative and qualitative research.
Whereas quantitative research depends on larger samples, qualitative research depends
on small samples selected purposefully in order to study in depth the phenomenon in
question (Patton, 2002). Ghauri (2004) argues that selection of cases should be based on
criteria that are consistent with the research problem. The current study selected cases
based on theoretical (for example, ownership - local and international hotel chains) and
literal replication logics (multiple resorts in each with these characteristics). Drawing on
Patton (2002), the current study used snowball sampling, criterion sampling and
opportunistic sampling techniques to select cases. These techniques are discussed
below.
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3.3.1.1.

Criterion sampling

For conducting this multiple-case study, the following criteria for case selection were
established in order to collect valid and reliable data, and to be able to gain a rich view
on how HRM is shaped in organisations. The first criterion was based on ownership in
order to select a set of resorts that belong to international hotels and a set of locally
owned resorts. Second, the resorts needed to be in operation under the same
management at least for the last four years. This criterion was necessary as this study
sought to gain insight into the institutional factors that exert pressure on organisations
and how they respond over time to these pressures. Dramatic institutional changes have
been taking place in the Maldives since 2005. In order to understand the effects of these
changes on HRM in organisations a retrospective approach (which focuses on the
effects of major change in the previous years) was also used. Third, selected resorts
should be able to provide relevant organisational information and documents.
The above mentioned criteria for case selection led to the research design illustrated in
Figure 3.2.

Figure 3.2: Research design

Resort Sector

International

Local

Hotel Chains

Resort
B

Resort
C

Resort
D

Resort
F

Resort
A

Resort
E

Resort
G

From the resort sector, three resorts that belong to international hotel chains and four
local resorts were selected. The letters (pseudonyms) are given to resorts on the basis of
the order of interviews and field visits. Hence, the resorts are not named sequentially.
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The study was piloted in one of the local resorts. This design gives the opportunity for
doing comparative analysis between subfields and between resorts.

3.3.1.2.

Snowball sampling technique

Snowball technique helps to select information rich cases by talking to key informants
(Patton, 2002). In order to select such cases, the researcher spoke with officials from the
Ministry of Tourism Arts and Culture (MTAC), the Tourism Employee Association of
Maldives (TEAM) and the Maldives Association for Tourism Industries (MATI) to seek
their recommendations. Although this technique did not work for the selection of all
resorts, Resort A and B were selected based on their recommendations. Whereas Resort
A is an international hotel chain, well known for their sustainability approach (pro-local
and environment-friendly practices), Resort B is regarded by officials from MTAC,
TEAM and MATI as an employee-oriented local resort. These two resorts provide a
good basis for the cross-case analysis.

3.3.1.3.

Opportunistic sampling technique

As discussed in 3.1, a qualitative design allows novel sampling strategies to take on new
and unforeseen opportunities during the course of the research (Patton, 2002). This
study selected Resort C through opportunistic sampling. The researcher met with the
General Manager (GM) of the resort at a social gathering. In the conversation, the GM
raised the need to conduct training sessions for senior and middle-managers of the
resort. The researcher offered to conduct training sessions for managers on management
topics proposed by the GM and offered assistance in their change management program.
In return, the GM agreed to take part in the research. Similar offers were made by the
researcher to some other resorts but it was not realised during the case selection process.
The researcher also used his personal network to contact the corporate vice president
human resources (CVPHR) of the international hotel chain to which the resort G
belongs. Similarly, access to Resort D, E and F was arranged through personal contacts.
In general, in the selection of cases considerations were given to the resorts’ willingness
to arrange transport and provide accommodation for the researcher to conduct
interviews and undertake field observations as transport and accommodation services
are managed by the resorts themselves.
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3.3.2. Number of cases
There is no clear upper or lower limit to the number of cases to be considered in
multiple-case studies approach. Hence, the number of cases to be selected was a
difficult decision. Ghauri (2004) argues that the number of cases to be studied is often
determined based on the research objectives and nature of the research problem.
Eisenhardt (1989) says that there is no ideal number of cases to be considered in the
multiple-case study approach. However, four to ten purposefully sampled cases can be
considered reasonable (Eisenhardt, 1989). The rationale behind this range according to
the author is that with fewer than four cases, theory is difficult to generate as it might
leave the empirical grounding of the study unconvincing, and with more than ten cases
the volume of data is difficult to deal with (Eisenhardt, 1989). Thus, the current study
selected seven cases. Although the study is of a qualitative nature and does not aim at
achieving statistical generalisability, it was of interest to see how well the sample
represents the resorts sector as a whole. Approximately 100 resorts were in operation at
the time of the selection of resorts. Hence, this study represents 7% of the resort sector.

3.4.

Summary of the resort profiles

The resorts included in this study have different profiles: for example, size (number of
employees and number of rooms), level of services (from three stars to six star hotels)
and level of standardisation of the business concept (independent versus chain hotels).
Table 3.1 provides structural profiles of selected resorts in a summary form.
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Table 3-1: Structural profile of the resorts
Characteristics

Resorts
A

B

C

D

E

F

G

Number of employees

380

560

985

318

302

285

216

Number of rooms

65

225

426

125

148

75

44

Age

16

39

13

17

30

38

32

√

√

√

Size

Ownership
Local resorts
International hotel chain

√

√
√

√

Target market/level of service
High-end

√

High-end & middle-level
Perceived star ranking*

5

√
√

√

4

4

√

√

5

5

√
5

4

* There is no official star ranking for resorts in the Maldives.
As access was granted on the condition of anonymity, pseudonyms are used to describe
the case resorts and respondents in this study. For the same reason, description of
particular incidents or practices is kept vague in some places to avoid identification

3.5.

Data collection

The multidimensional nature of the research problem favours a combination of
document analysis, observation and interviews as data collection methods. Use of
multiple data collection sources is one of the features of the case study research method
(Myers, 2013). Yin (2003) points out that one of the most critical sources of case study
information is the interview, and that the most important use of documents is to
corroborate and augment evidence from other sources. Yin (2003) also suggests that
observational evidence should be used to provide additional information about the
problem being investigated. The primary data for this study was collected through indepth semi-structured interviews with a number of managers and employees in the case
study resorts. This primary data were supported by documentary evidence collected
from various sources. Moreover, empirical studies on the research phenomenon were
utilised. Finally, the empirical data was supplemented by personal field observations.
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Table 3.2 shows data sources and data collection methods used for key research areas of
this study.
Table 3-2: Research areas, sources of data, and the methods of data collection
Key research
areas

Key informants

Methods of data collection

HRM practices in
resorts

Managers and non-managerial
employees

Face-to-face interviews, policy
statements, employee
handbooks, best practices
guidelines, other written
documents, TripAdvisor,
personal blogs, informal
discussions and observations

Strategic
responses

Managers and non-managerial
employees, Tourism Employee
Association of the Maldives
(TEAM) executives, government
officials and newspaper reports

Face-to face interviews with key
informants and archival newspaper
reports and articles

The parent
company
influence

Managers and corporate HR
actors

Institutional
forces

Policy makers (government
officials), TEAM executives,
long-serving employees and
industry experts, and newspaper
reports

Face-to-face interviews, e-mails, HR
policies and circulars, best practice
guidelines, employee handbook, annual
reports, company website
Face-to-face interviews, archival records
(government tourism and labour policies,
standards, laws and regulations,
government reports, daily newspapers
and periodicals, online blogs) and
informal discussions and observation at
the case study resorts

The data collection methods supported each other in addressing key research areas or
questions of this study with somewhat differing emphasis. Whereas interviews,
observations and internal documents were mainly used in this study to gain rich insights
into aspects of the organisation with a focus on process, content or outcomes at the
micro-level, public documents were used to gain contextual or institutional
understanding at the macro and industry levels.

3.5.1. Primary data – Interviews and observations
In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with a number of stakeholders as
presented in Table 3.3. Interviewees in case resorts included managers and employees
from various organisational functions and hierarchies as presented in Appendix D.
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Face-to-face communication is one of the most suitable ways for getting in-depth
information. Interviews allow the researcher to “develop a deeper rapport with
informants” (Daniels and Cannice, 2004, p.187). Building rapport with the respondents
and seeking referrals from them was a valuable source of information for the researcher
in this study.
In order to understand how and why managers and employees acted as they did in
relation to institutional forces and HRM, the researcher strived to be open and let people
speak for themselves. The researcher was conscious that he was constructing meanings
as an active and involved researcher. Although in interviews a steady line of inquiry
was followed based on the interview protocol as presented in Appendix A, the actual
stream of questions was fluid rather than rigid (Yin, 2003) to avoid limiting the findings
to pre-conceived ideas. The interviews were conducted like guided conversations. Indepth

semi-structured

interviews

were

a

guided,

focused

and

open-ended

communication that was co-created by the interviewer and interviewee (Crabtree and
Miller, 1992).
The interview was divided into two sections, which were split up into different themes.
The purpose of a set of questions in the first section of the interview protocol (Appendix
A) is to gain general information about the participants and organisations in which they
work. The respondents were asked to describe their career and position in the resort.
The content of the second section of interview protocol was comprised of questions
about formulation and implementation of HRM practices and institutional aspects. An
example of the questions asked was: “In your opinion what do resorts in the Maldives
do well in managing people?” Follow-up questions were asked to go deeper into the
process that shape HRM practices in resorts. Although interview protocols were not
altered during the interview process, follow-up questions were focused on capturing
data on the emerging issues during course of the data collection. As respondents of this
research covered a variety of managerial and employee groups and other stakeholders,
only questions from the interview protocol deemed relevant to the particular participants
were put to them. Due to the exploratory nature of this study, the researcher allowed
respondents to define HRM in the context of resorts and to identify HRM practices that
they thought were worked well for them rather than asking what practices were in place
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or specifying certain HR practices. For this purpose a broad definition of organisational
practices – everyday use of organisational knowledge (Szulanski, 1996) - was adopted
as a guide to analyse HRM practices.
As recommended by Kvale (2007), the interview approach was piloted with some
selected managers and employees from Resort C in order to test the interview protocol
for accuracy and completeness, and to refine the methods and questions based on the
business and cultural context under investigation. This approach helped the researcher
further improve the interview process in two aspects. First, local participants were more
comfortable when the questions were put to them from a general perspective or making
reference to their colleagues. When responding to questions, respondents more often
referred to ‘they’ than ‘we’ or ‘I’. Therefore, as the example given in the previous
paragraph, questions were framed taking this into consideration. Second, respondents
were more willing to speak freely when the questions were put to them from a
comparative focus. For example, asking them to compare local resorts with international
hotel chains or asking them to compare their resort with those in close proximity.
The majority of interviews were conducted over a four month period (between June
2010 and September 2010 (pilot interviews were conducted in June 2010) in the
Maldives at the convenience of the respondents. However, a few interviews were also
conducted in Australia in 2011 and 2012 as some of the key stakeholders of some case
companies were Australians. For example, the interview with Corporate Vice President
Human Resource (CVPHR) of the management company to which the Resort G belongs
was conducted in Sydney in December 2011 when she arrived in Sydney for Christmas
holidays. The former Secretary General (SG) of the Human Rights Commission of the
Maldives (HRCM) was interviewed in 2012 when he arrived to Sydney for his
postgraduate studies. A follow-up interview with the former director of Labour
Relations Authority (LRA) was held over the phone when he visited Melbourne in
2012. The interviews lasted approximately 20 to 75 minutes each and were digitally
recorded for subsequent transcription and review as recording is a means of providing a
more accurate rendition (Yin, 2003). It was done with the approval and consent of
respondents as mentioned in the ‘Participants’ Information Sheet’ and ‘Consent Form’
presented in Appendices B and C respectively. The interviews conducted in Dhivehi
80

(the local language as highlighted in Section 1.5.1) were also translated into English by
the researcher.

3.5.2. Selection of participants – key informants
Keegan and Boselie (2006) note that existing HRM research has largely been based on
the ‘unitarist view’ that employees and employers share common interests. As a result,
these studies accounted for managerial and organisational interests, ignoring other
stakeholders’ views. Studies that take employee views into account have mainly
considered core employees or knowledge workers (Janssens and Steayaert, 2009). As
managerial views on HRM could be very different from those of employees due to
differences in their positions and interest or conflicting goals (Boselie, 2009b), such
studies might not reflect a complete view of HRM in organisations. Therefore,
consistent with the increasing calls from scholars to include groups of organisational
actors (multiple actors) that may influence the adoption of firm’s practices and
structures in the analysis of institutionalisation process (Björkman et al., 2008; Dacin et
al., 2002; Kostova and Roth, 2002; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2001), interviews were
conducted with senior managers (in most cases the GM), line managers, HR managers
and non-managerial employees of the selected case resorts. The respondents covered a
range of nationalities as shown in Appendix D.
The benefit of collecting data from various occupational groups and levels is that it
allowed the researcher to gain various stakeholder perspectives concerning the
institutional pressures, organisational strategic response and HRM practices. In the case
of HRM practices, it allowed insights into intended, perceived and actual HRM
practices in these organisations (Wright and Nishii, 2007). It also allowed a
comprehensive picture of the operations, including strategic and operative issues
concerning HRM. However, as the analysis is largely based on the sub unit level
(resorts are subsidiaries of their respective parent companies), it has a limited focus on
the whole process of strategic planning and management involved in the process that
shape HRM practices. Rupidara and McGraw (2011, p.175) argue that “HRM
configuration is not just about system design issues but is also about adaptations,
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routines, modifications, and changes to the systems that are worked out over time by
‘actors’”.
As the researcher spent about a week in each case resort to conduct interviews with
managers and employees, personal observations were also made. Personal observation
in this study went beyond observing people to talking and interacting with managers
and employees (Myers, 2009). Personal observations or informal discussions held with
managers and employees who had not been interviewed were logged along with the
field notes, which were taken during the interview as a supplement to the digital
recording, and after the interview while reflecting upon what was said in the interview
(Kvale, 2007).
As shown in Table 3.3, contextual interviews were also conducted with a range of
stakeholders including government officials, members of TEAM, industry experts and
HR consultants. Perry (1998) suggests that contextual interviews with industry
associations, government officials and consultants are a valuable source of information.
The aims of these interviews were largely to gain insight into the institutional pressures
that exist for resorts and how resorts respond to these pressures rather than
understanding the existing HRM practices in resorts. However, some participants who
had worked in resorts shared their experience of HRM. Gaining insights into general
institutional pressures on resorts was a good way to prompt potential questions on their
knock-on effects on HRM.
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Table 3-3: Number of interviews with participants in the seven case sites
Number of interviews
Managerial employees
Resorts
A
B
C
D
E**
F
G***
Others

Resort inHR
Line
charge*
managers
managers
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
3 (government officials****)
2 (executives of TEAM)
2 (industry experts*****)

Total

Nonmanagerial
employees
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

Total
interviews
7
7
7
7
7
7
8
7

57

* Resort in-charge portfolio includes general managers, resident managers and owner repres
** Former HR manager and current administrative manager was interviewed
*** In addition to the Assistant HR manager, the Vice President HR at the corporate
office was also interviewed
**** One of the officials interviewed was the former director of Labour Relations
Authority who is also acting as a consultant to the Pension Administration Office and
involved in legal and HR consulting
***** One of the industry experts is also a HR consultant

Participants were selected for this study on the basis of their particular knowledge about
the phenomena under study, with the aim of maximising the information that could be
obtained (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Emphasis was also paid to select people who have
served in resorts for a long period of time. Participants selected for this study have an
average tourism industry experience of 12 years, an average Maldivian tourism industry
experience of 10 years and an average work experience of six years in the present resort
(at the time of interviews). The purpose of this latter criterion was to investigate the
institutional context and HRM interactions in general and institutional change and, in
particular, the shaping and reshaping of HRM over the longest possible time span.
Resort managements were asked to provide a list of employees, and based on the list the
researcher selected interview participants. However, in some cases depending on the
availability of employees for the duration that the researcher was in the resort,
alternative respondents were selected. In the case of contextual interviews, participants
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were selected using snowball techniques. For example, when the researcher met with
the permanent secretary (PS) of Ministry of Tourism Arts and Culture (MTAC), he
suggested interviewing the former director of Labour Relations Authority (LRA).
In order to overcome the shortcomings that might arise from interviews as a data
collection technique, for example, interviews are strongly influenced by the relationship
that develop between the interviewer and interviewee (social process), and the
interviewer can easily slip into imposing his or her norms and frameworks (MarschanPiekkari and Welch, 2004; Yeung, 1995), evidence was also collected from
documentary sources as a method of triangulation.

3.5.3. Secondary data – documentary sources
In case study research documents can be part of the explicit data collection plan (Yin,
2003). Documentary evidence on the case study organisations and on the industry sector
was collected from online newspapers and blogs, TripAdvisor, case organisations and
government departments’ websites, pamphlets, brochures and employee handbooks
made available by the case study organisations. Internal documents received from some
of the case study organisations include HR policy, strategy and reports, HR best practice
guidelines, annual reports and employee handbooks.
All documents in electronic format were recorded both in Nvivo and Endnote software
packages. The articles were processed following a two-stage approach. First, all the
articles were read and numbered. Each article was identified with 2-3 keywords based
on the information contained. Second, articles of most relevance for the key research
areas of the study (e.g. Maldivian institutional context, Maldivian tourism industry, HR
practices in resorts) were analysed in more detail.
Following Yin (2003), documents were used to substantiate and augment the evidence
collected from other sources. In cases where documentary evidence was contradictory
rather than corroborative, these cases were further investigated (Yin, 2003). Relevant
documents provided critical evidence about the presence or absence of institutional
influence on HRM practices of case resorts.
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3.6.

Data analysis

The aim of qualitative data analysis is to transform empirical material into meaningful
outcomes (Myers, 2009). An interpretative approach was used to analyse the interview
data as it is a useful paradigm when dealing with complex social phenomena. Langley
(1999) suggests that in order to make sense of data in studies consisting of multiple
levels, several analytical strategies would be needed. Following Ghauri (2004), this
study thus used coding, clustering, matrices and pattern matching techniques for
analysing the cases. Table 3.4 below provides a brief theoretical explanation of these
techniques.
Table 3-4: Explanation of case study analysis techniques
Techniques for case study analysis

Explanation

Coding

Sorting data according to concepts and themes

Clustering
Matrices

Categorising case according to common characteristics
Explaining the interrelationship between identified factors

Pattern matching

Comparisons between a predicted and an empirically based pattern

Source: Adapted from Ghauri (2004, p.118).
The transcripts were first carefully read and re-read several times before coding and
categorising data. According to Crabtree and Miller (1999, p.167), “researchers can
develop codes only after some initial exploration of the data has taken place, using an
immersion/crystallisation or editing and organising style”. “Codes are tags or labels for
assigning units of meaning to descriptive or inferential information compiled during a
study” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.56). Dey (1993) suggests that codes should not be
assigned randomly; rather they should make sense of the data. Thus, transcripts were
coded line by line, and in order to make sense of data, a memo was written for every
code (an inductive approach).
The transcripts with codes and memos were integrated into the qualitative data analysis
package NVivo 9. As Waring and Wainwright (2008, p.92) suggest, the researcher
considered that “immersion in the data is an essential part of the interpretative process
and [that] use of technology can often act as a substantial barrier”. NVivo is a useful
data organisational tool that allows the researcher to index segments of text to particular
themes, carry out search and retrieval operations and link research notes to the coded
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text. As NVivo is not an interpretative tool (King, 1994), it was largely used to organise
the materials.
The codes developed from transcripts with memo details were organised under
respective cases based on the categories derived from the broad research problem
guided by institutional theory. A matrix approach was used to organise them. The
interviewees (coded numbers as shown in Appendix D) placed along the top axis, and
existing categories were placed on the vertical axis. In the resulting grid, the details of
responses were entered. Quotes and facts based on the documentation and confirmed in
the interviews were put in a contrasting matrix based on the same categories. This
approach enabled to compare and contrast data for common themes. This is consistent
with the pattern matching approach which allows the researcher to anticipate a
particular pattern of the phenomenon under investigation before the data collection
(Tharenou et al., 2007). In this study, the initial literature review on institutional theory
which was largely based on a Western focus, enabled the researcher to gain theoretical
sensitivity (Glaser, 1978) and provided patterns of institutional pressures and HRM
practices. Prior conceptualisation of institutional context helped explain the causal link
between institutional forces and HRM practices. This literature was then compared to
data collected in the context of resorts in the Maldives to assess the degree of fit of the
theoretical concepts developed and advanced in a Western context to that of resorts in
the Maldives.
However, a half of the codes did not fit into the categories identified based on the initial
literature review. The memos written on codes were suggestive of a mediating role of
organisational factors in the relationship between institutional pressures and HRM.
Thus, the researcher reviewed more literature on institutional theory and other theories
such as strategic choice perspective. As a result additional broader categories such as
strategic choice or response (Child 1997; Oliver, 1991) were identified to organise the
codes.
A tentative brief case study report was then written for each case. The idea was to
become familiar with each case as a stand-alone entity (Yin, 2003). This process
allowed the distinctive patterns of each case to emerge. These reports were then
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compared with each other based on the same resort ownership type (e.g., local resorts
with other local resorts and international hotel chains with other international hotel
chains). By this way, patterns and differences for each category of resorts were
identified and tentative explanations elaborated. The individual case study reports based
on themes and evidences, and patterns and differences with explanations were then
compared across the cases to identify the dominant and interconnected themes and
explanations. This exercise helped extend and qualify patterns and/or eventually drop
some of them (Eisenhardt, 1989). Once the most influential themes were identified,
analysis and explanations were diverted to them (Dey, 1993). In the explanationbuilding process, the researcher revisited the literature review with the aim of
developing rival explanations or extending existing theoretical insights. This
characterises an adaptive theory approach within an iterative research process whereby
existing theory (institutional theory) or concepts feed and guide the research while
facilitating theory generation or extension from the analysis of the data (Layder, 1998).
Following Yin (2003), as shown in empirical analysis (Chapters 4, 5 and 6), a number
of summary tables were developed to show similarities and contrasts among the cases
(e.g. institutional pressures, strategic responses, HR practices) to support the
explanation developed from the findings.

3.7.

Evaluating the research design

After describing the research design, data collection and analysis processes, this section
discusses the evaluation of the reliability and validity of the study. The issue of
reliability and validity is not well established in qualitative research as opposed to
quantitative research (Andersen and Skaates, 2004). Myers (2013) argues that
interpretative research does not typically use words such as validity and reliability as
part of its assessment. Rather the quality of interpretative case study is determined in
terms of the plausibility of the story and the overall argument. Myers (2013, pp.84-85)
offers six criteria that make an exemplary case study. They are:
o Interesting – a case study that offers something new;
o Display sufficient evidence – presenting supporting quotations from interviews
that are verbatim as they bring the case to life. These evidences make arguments
sense and plausible;
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o Complete – collecting and presenting all the relevant evidence to prove or
disapprove a particular theoretical point;
o Consider alternative perspective – taking into account disagreements among the
subjects;
o Engaging – writing the case study in an engaging manner; and
o Contribute to knowledge – generalising to one or more theories and concepts.
However, some researchers argue that qualitative research also needs to go beyond the
researcher’s claim of relevance to assess the value of the study’s findings and
conclusions (Andersen and Skaates, 2004; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003). “Validity deals
with the notion that what you say you have observed is, in fact, what really happened”
(Shank, 2002, p.92). It is important to clarify the bias that the researcher brings to the
study to improve the validity of the study. Validity checks help avoid problems
associated with self-deception and assist the audience to evaluate the rigour of the
research (Andersen and Skaates, 2004).
Boon (2008) states that four tests are commonly used to establish the quality of
empirical research: construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability.
Scholars (e.g. Creswell and Miller, 2000; Eisenhardt and Howe, 1992; Lincoln, 2001)
have developed validity and reliability criteria based on trustworthiness of the research
process. Drawing from Lincoln (2001), the strategies used in this study to improve the
validity and reliability of the study are presented in Table 3.5.
Table 3-5: Strategies for assessing research quality
Quantitative criteria

Qualitative criteria

Internal validity

Credibility

External validity

Transferability

Reliability

Dependability

Objectivity

Confirmability

Source: Adapted from Lincoln (2001).
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Strategies used
Engagement in the field
Peer debriefing and probing
Triangulation
Presenting with thick descriptions
Criterion sampling
Audit trail
Triangulation
Reflexivity
Triangulation

Explanation of how the items in Table 3.5 are used in this research now follows.

3.7.1. Credibility
This study used three techniques to ensure credibility of the study: engagement in the
field, peer-debriefing and probing, and triangulation. First, the researcher spent
approximately four months in the Maldives, collecting data for this study. After an
initial analysis of the data, further follow-up was made through emails to delve deeper
into issues raised, and to clarify issues that needed further clarifications.
Second, peer-debriefing and probing involved the researcher presenting analysis of the
data to research supervisors who critically look into the analysis to ensure that the
stories being represented by the cases make sense for people other than the researcher.
This strategy was found to be helpful in analysing the data in a way that was
meaningful.
Third, triangulation was carried out through collecting data from multiple sources
(interviews, observations and documentary sources). Data triangulation was also used
by collecting data from different respondents on different levels of the organisation. The
use of different perspectives of the same construct provides a more reliable picture
(Boon, 2008). Gerhart et al. (2000) emphasize the importance of multi-rater and multiactor reliability. Whereas the former refers to collecting similar data from more
respondents, the latter refers to collecting data from different actors, who bring different
perspectives to the issues being researched. Table 3.2 and 3.3 (p.78 and p.83
respectively) show how this study applied these concepts in data collection.

3.7.2. Transferability
Case studies rely on analytical generalisation whereby the researcher strives to
generalise a particular set of results to some broad theory (Yin, 2003). This study
enhances the possibility of transferability by using the theoretical sampling and
replication logics in a multiple case study design (Miles and Huberman, 1994) as
described in Section 3.2 and Figure 3.2.
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In addition, the findings (in Chapters 4, 5 and 6) present empirical evidence in the form
of thick description of the phenomenon under investigation in order to improve the
transferability of the study. Moreover, citation of the data sources (such as interviews
and newspaper articles) was used to allow the reader to follow the source of evidence
from initial research questions to conclusions (Yin, 2003).

3.7.3. Dependability
In the case of scientific studies, reliability means demonstrating that the operations of a
study (e.g. data collection procedures) can be repeated with the same results (Miles and
Huberman, 1994). It aims at minimising the errors and biases in a study (Yin, 2003). In
order to enhance the dependability of the research, this study created an audit trail,
consisting of a thorough collection of documentation regarding all aspects of the
research. It provided a mechanism for retroactive assessment of the conduct of the
inquiry and a means to address issues related to the rigour of the research (Rogers,
2008).
The audit trial for this study was established after a critical review of the literature. The
audit trail of this study includes:
o The research instruments were developed (questions and interview schedule as
shown in Appendix A), tested (during the pilot study) and reassessed before
being used for the main research.
o The researcher ensured that adequate resources were accessible and available to
collect data (e.g. audio recorder);
o Interview transcripts were checked to see whether any change needs to be
brought to the interview protocol;
o When the researcher was satisfied with the interview results additional semistructured interviews were conducted;
o Access was secured and in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted
with the participants as listed in Appendix D and Table 3.3;
o Interviews were audio recorded digitally, transcribed verbatim and those
conducted in Dhivehi were translated to English;
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o Documentary evidence on case study organisations, and the resort sector and
institutional environment in general were collected in order to increase the
construct validity;
o

During the analysis of interview transcriptions, interviewees were contacted via
email to clarify issues;

o Interview audio files, transcripts and other documentary sources were organised
in NVivo 9 software (case study database) and they are categorised under each
case study organisations. This arrangement would allow any other investigator
access to the documents should the need arise thereby increasing the reliability
of the study;
o Data from seven cases were considered for analysis and case report;
o A summary profile of case resorts were presented in Section 3.4 of this chapter;
o Data were analysed using analysis techniques such as coding, clustering,
matrices and pattern matching in order to adapt existing and new theoretical
perspectives;
o The findings were presented in Chapter 4, 5, and 6;
o A theoretical discussion of the findings was highlighted in Chapter 7 and the
contributions and implications were highlighted in Chapter 8.
The audit trial resembles establishing a chain of evidence whereby the researcher
documents all elements of the research process, including the case study protocol and
underlying theoretical concepts, the procedures used to collect data, the data matrices
and the presented results (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The audit trail increases the
dependability of the study as it gives insights into the validity of the conclusions. It
would allow an external observer to go back to the case study data and try to understand
the conclusions drawn by the researcher (Yin, 2003).

3.7.4. Confirmability
It is important in qualitative research for the researcher to reflect on himself or herself in
the inquiry and make his or her biases known in order to lead to an open and honest
account of the data (Creswell, 2003). The researcher was from the Maldives and was
previously involved in adjudicating employment matters including those from resorts.
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This gave him some industry perspective of the phenomenon under investigation.
However, as the researcher had never worked or been involved in the management of a
resort, he was also able to see the phenomenon from an outsider’s perspective which
brought a high level of objectivity to the study. In analysing the data, the researcher was
able to use his background and experience to bring a deeper level of understanding and
interpretation.
3.8.

Potential limitations concerning methods

Although qualitative research using case study strategy is becoming an increasingly
popular, and a credible and relevant research strategy, some traditional prejudices still
exist against qualitative research methods. Some of the potential concerns of this study
are highlighted below. First, some researchers raise concern that the findings and
conclusions drawn from case study research are influenced by biased views (Yin, 2003).
For example, this study might be seen as relying on only three managers at each resort
to draw conclusions about the role of HR actors. While 21 interviewees out of 57
participants of this study were managers, the study not only relied on managerial views
to draw conclusions on the managerial responses to institutional pressures or other
issues explored in this research. Managerial actions are also analysed from the
employee point of view which is considered as an effective source of information to
explore the role of managers since resort managers are not often very open to discuss
their responses to institutional pressures which are deemed to be undesirable. Second,
one might also be concerned about the limitations of snowball sampling, such as the
researcher’s ability to network and find an appropriate sample (Patton, 2002). However,
by using multiple sampling techniques and utilising multiple research instruments for
data collection, these limitations are addressed in this research. Third, a common
misconception is that the case study research does not provide a basis for statistical
generalisation (Yin, 2003). However, the aim of the case study is not to achieve a
scientific generalisability, but to achieve analytical generalisability by expanding or
generalising theories.
3.9.

Ethical considerations

One of the prominent pillars of social research is to treat respondents fairly and ethically
(Tharenou, 2000). Case study research attaches intense interest in the personal views
and circumstances of participants, thus, it is imperative that they are informed of the
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disclosure of information obtained and its confidentiality (Stake, 2008). In order to
adhere to the required ethical standards in considering the research, this study has
received ethical approval from the Human Research Ethics Committee at University of
Wollongong. In this study, all respondents were provided with:
o The objective of the research both verbally and in writing;
o The intended contribution of this study;
o The data collection procedure and what data could be required for this study;
o When the interviews would be conducted;
o When the study would be conducted;
o What aspects of the information provided the respondents would be able to
view;
o The restricted public access to the case study; and
o What measures would be adopted during the course of the research and
afterwards to protect the confidentiality of the respondents.
The above information was also provided to organisations in the selection of cases for
this study. It was made it clear that participation in the study was entirely voluntary and
would be terminated upon respondents’ request if the need arose.
3.10. Conclusion
This chapter has explained the research methods used to explore how institutional
forces act upon HR actors in the shaping of HRM practices in tourist resorts in the
Maldives. The chapter has identified multiple case study approach as being suitable to
this research, given the research questions and the context in which the research was
carried out. Data were collected using multiple data collection methods such as
interviews and documentary sources, and from multiple actors such as managers and
non-managerial employees, which allowed a deeper understanding of the research
problem from different perspectives. Data were analysed using case analysis techniques
such as coding, clustering, matrices and pattern matching.
Having discussed the research methods, the thesis now moves on to present the findings
generated from the data analysis to address the research questions. The findings are
divided into three chapters. Next, Chapter 4 presents the findings on coercive
institutional forces, organisational responses to these institutional forces and HRM
practices associated with these institutional forces and strategic responses.
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4. COERCIVE INSTITUTIONAL FORCES AND STRATEGIC RESPONSES

4.1.

Introduction

Having described the research methods used to collect data to investigate how
institutional forces act on managers and HRM practices in resorts, Chapters 4, 5 and 6
present different institutional forces and how resort managers respond to these forces.
First, Chapter 4 presents coercive forces and strategic responses. Coercive forces and
strategic responses are presented before normative and mimetic forces and resorts’
respective strategic responses to these forces because, according to Oliver’s (1991)
framework, the strategic responses to coercive pressures are expected to cover a range
of responses from managers. Second, Chapter 5 presents normative forces and strategic
responses. Third, Chapter 6 presents mimetic forces and strategic responses.
Throughout the findings chapters, similarities and differences in institutional forces,
strategic responses and HRM practices across the resorts are analysed and summarised
in tables.
As mentioned above, this chapter presents an analysis of the coercive institutional
forces, HR actors’ strategic responses to these forces, and the reasons behind these
responses. The analysis is based on DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) coercive isomorphic
pressures and Oliver’s (1991) organisational strategic responses to institutional pressure
framework as detailed in Chapter 2. Section 4.2 presents an analysis of the strategic
responses to the employment legislation. This is followed by Section 4.3 which presents
an analysis of strategic responses to other employment-related legislation such as the
Pension Act. Next, Section 4.4 presents an analysis of strategic responses to foreign
employment regulation. Section 4.5 presents the effect of the new Constitution on
resorts and their workers. Next, Section 4.6 presents an analysis of strategic responses
to pressure from employee associations. Section 4.7 presents an analysis of strategic
responses to formalised parent company control mechanisms. Section 4.8 then presents
an analysis of rationales for strategic responses to institutional pressures presented in
this chapter. Finally, Section 4.9 presents a summary of the research findings.
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4.2.

Employment law and strategic responses – the dominance of decoupling

The most common form of coercive pressure emanates from laws and regulations
(Harcourt et al., (2005). Employment legislation is one of the most common sources of
coercive pressure with regard to HRM decision making in organisations (Paauwe and
Boselie, 2003). In May 2008, the Maldivian Parliament passed the Employment Act
(No. 2/2008), the first general law governing employment relations in the Maldives. The
legislation serves severe penalties on parties violating its prohibitions of forced labour,
any form of unfair discrimination in the workplace, and the employment of minors. It
regulates individual employment agreements, contracts and job descriptions, workplace
behaviour, employee dismissal, working hours, leave entitlements, remuneration,
training, and workplace health and safety. It also has provisions concerning foreign
employees and employment agencies, and provides the legal basis for a government
agency to regulate labour and to establish an Employment Tribunal to adjudicate
employment disputes (Article 85 (b), Employment Act 2008).
Resort managers make strategic choices in responding to the requirements of the
legislation and adopt various strategies, ranging from compliance to active resistance as
identified in Oliver’s (1991) framework. These strategies are presented below.

4.2.1. Acquiescence – rhetorical commitment
According to Oliver (1991) acquiescence refers to conformity to the institutional
pressures. At the time of the interviews, it had been two years since the legislation came
into effect. Resort managers say they adopted various strategies to meet the
requirements of the legislation when it was first introduced. Some resorts used a
proactive approach to align their policies and procedures to the employment law, while
others employed reactionary approaches:
We completely conformed to the legislative changes that were rolled out. As a
group, we are adjusting all contractual procedures to meet the requirements of the
Employment Act. (General Manager [GM] of an international hotel chain, Resort
A)

Managers in Resorts A, B, F and G say they were relaxed about the legislation and
found it easy to make the necessary adjustments because their existing policies and
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procedures were more or less in line with the legal requirements. But, managers from
other resorts found it challenging to accommodate legislative changes:
We had a hard time to getting adjusted to the employment law but finally, we did
it. (Resident manager of an international hotel chain, Resort E)

In the initial stage of the implementation of the legislation, managers say they hired
lawyers to advise the management on areas in the law which needed interpretations and
further clarifications. Resorts A, B, F and G also recruited HR professionals proficient
in labour laws. Resort managers also sought clarifications from sources in professional
and social networks such as their colleagues in other resorts:
A classic example is, Ramadan coming up, yesterday the parliament amended the
clause on the employment law regarding Ramadan bonus. So the question is, do we
have to pay it for all hosts [employees] or just all Muslim hosts? So part of my
responsibility in area resorts is to get some consistency between them. We ask
around a kind of HR community and we emailed each other, do you pay it before
Ramadan? Or you pay after? Who’re you including and who’re you excluding?
(HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

By engaging with the networks, managers are not only able to ensure their decisions are
consistent with those of other resorts that belong to the same parent company and with
the majority of resorts in the organisational field, but are also able to justify
their actions to the corporate headquarters.
Some resort managers also consulted and closely worked with employee committees to
align existing policies and procedures to the legislation. When the legislation was
initially introduced, Resorts B, C and F developed education and communication
programs with the help of lawyers to create awareness among employees about the
legislation. However, in some resorts these programs were conducted as one-off events:
When the employment law came in, the management brought in experts here to
conduct awareness programs for employees about the law. But it [awareness
programs] did not last long. It’s an important program to continue especially for
new employees (Dive manager of a local resort, Resort B).
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However, Resort C continued these awareness programs by integrating them into the
employee orientation program. Employees say that the program helped them understand
what their rights are.
Despite the resort managers’ expressed commitment towards compliance with the
legislation; ‘lip service’ has been paid to actual implementation of the legislation in
resorts. As the analysis in the following sections shows, these compliance strategies
gained no habit-like status (Oliver, 1991), thus they remained as merely symbolic
window dressing ‘rational myths’ (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).

4.2.2. Ceremonial compliance – low degree of institutionalisation
Some resorts which initially made efforts to meet the requirements of the Employment
Act have gone back to the practices that had been in place before the law came into
effect:
Here, some things did change at the time the law came into effect. For example,
overtime allowance and pay for public holidays. But after some time things
returned back to the way it used to be. (Food and Beverage supervisor of a local
resort, Resort C)
When the law was initially passed, they [employees] were given service charge
according to the law. But it lasted for 2-3 months. Now they [employees] get a
fixed amount as service charge. (Housekeeping supervisor of a local resort, Resort
D)

The quotes above show that the law does not necessarily change organisational practice.
The practices which have been referred to may be deeply rooted in the culture of the
organisation. Due to the organisational inertia even coercive pressure (the law) is not
sufficient to deinstitutionalise these practices and introduce new practices (Wright and
McMahan, 1992). Ashworth et al. (2009) argue that institutional pressures may alter
their organisational ‘periphery’ while leaving the core intact. The core here refers to
“embodying an organisation’s identity and value system” (Hannan and Freeman, 1984,
p.155). Thus, organisational culture and strategic stance may be relatively impervious to
isomorphic pressures (Ashworth et al., 2009).
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The following comment from the general manager of the same resort reinforces this
position:
It will take time to accept the law in its spirit. Because it requires time to orientate
managers and employees and make them mentally ready to accept and exercise
provisions in the law. (GM of a local resort, Resort C)

However, the claims that in time both employees and employers will come to terms
with the content of the law or that the compliance is likely to be achieved overtime seem
to be a rhetoric used by some resort managers to avoid compliance. Since at the time of
the interviews the law had already been in place for two years, it can be argued that the
time period is sufficient for a clear narrative about the legislation to emerge (Parry and
Tyson, 2009). Some managers in international hotel chains have observed the
improvements in terms of complying with law within their respective resorts:
Initially when I arrived, it [non-compliance with the employment law] was on the
back of quite a few conversations about employment issues. That’s certainly
calmed down now. To be honest, its months since I have heard teams [employees]
referring to those [issues concerning resort’s non-compliance with the law]. I think
probably the key is the acceptance all around the understanding of it, if you know
the changing directions of the Maldives under the employment laws. (GM of an
international hotel chain, Resort G)

This suggests that compliance with laws, to a certain extent, also depends on the
commitment and willingness of the management.

4.2.3. Strategic compliance – a ‘cherry picking’ approach
Most resorts adopted a ‘cherry picking’ approach towards the law, complying with
those sections they see as attractive and avoiding others as the following examples
about service charge and working hours explain. Service charge benefit is a variable
component of resort workers’ pay. It was introduced in the tourism industry in the
Maldives by international hotel chains, which had soon been adopted by local resorts.
However, the amount and timing of the payment of service charge remained within the
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discretion of the resort management until the employment law came into effect in 2008.
The provision in the employment legislation concerning service charges requires at least
99% of the monthly service charge revenue of the resort to be distributed equally among
all employees (Article 51, Employment Act, 2008). Employees in Resort A say they
were receiving a service charge benefit of US$300 per month before the policy was
adjusted to the requirement of the legislation. Resort A strictly followed the provision in
the employment legislation concerning the service charge benefits although employees
are with the view that they were better off by retaining the previous resort policy on
service charge.
With regard to the working hours, the law requires all employees to be given a day off
after six consecutive days of work, and they are not required to work more than 48
hours per week. If employees are made to work more than 48 hours per week, they are
entitled to receive overtime allowances for the additional hours of work (Article 32,
Employment Act, 2008). While Resort A altered the service charge policy to comply
with the legislation, it did not change working hour policy for some categories of
employees (e.g. employees working in guest relations) to meet the legislative
requirement.
This is because the HR actors perceived that by following the law with regard to service
charge did not require the resort to spend a significant amount of money. But, changing
the work schedule of employees in guest relations in accordance with the law would
require the resort to pay these employees a significant amount as overtime allowance
which the resort avoided paying before the legislation came into effect. However,
managers say employees will be at disadvantage if managers follow the working hour
requirements of the legislation. This exemplifies how the management put forward the
moral argument to justify their actions despite the motive behind their actions being
driven by the business case. Drawing on Mills (1963), Ferner et al. (2005, p.317) argue
that organisations mobilise appropriate vocabularies of motive or “rhetorical repertoires
capable of legitimating their proposed courses of actions” in order to earn reputation.
The examples presented above reflect Oliver’s (1991) ‘pacifying’ tactic under
‘compromise’ strategy, which is placating and accommodating institutional demands
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when organisations are in a situation where there are inconsistencies between
institutional demands and internal organisational objectives related to efficiency.

4.2.4. Interpreting the employment law – managerial determined opportunism
There are several ambiguous and silent provisions in the employment law, especially
provisions relating to Friday and break times (Najeeb, 2014). Friday is a holy day in the
Islamic calendar. As Maldives is an Islamic country, Employment Act (Article 90,
2008) states that Friday is a public holiday. However, how to deal with a situation,
where a public holiday or Friday falls on a worker’s scheduled day off, is not so clear.
Similarly, Employment Act (Article 36 [a], 2008) requires every employee to be given
fifteen minutes to pray during each prayer period in such a manner that it does not
disrupt work. However, whether the prayer time break is either included in the working
hours or not is not clear.
Managers highlighted the issue of frequent changes in the legislation due to the
continual proposal of amendments to the legislation by different stakeholder groups. For
managers, change per se is not the main problem but the way in which the changes are
implemented. They say the legislation and its administrative process keep changing
without giving adequate time for them to plan ahead and adapt to the changes.
The ambiguous provisions and the changing nature of the legislation give room for
different sets of interpretations. Head and Lucas (2004) argue that hospitality
organisations may engage in determined opportunism, manipulating the employment
legislation and exploiting loopholes. Managers may interpret “legal provisions in ways
contrary to the spirit in which they were meant” (Hurrell, 2005, p.536). Consistent with
these arguments, HR actors in resorts interpret the law from a managerialist perspective,
interpreting provisions of the Employment Act for their advantage, contrary to the spirit
of the legislation as presented below.

4.2.4.1.

Employee probation and termination

The provision on employee termination, for example, states that the employment can be
terminated provided that the salary and benefits for the required period have been paid
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in lieu of notice (Article 25, Employment Act, 2008). Employees say some managers
interpret this provision as a free rein to terminate employees whom they feel are not fit
for the job:
Even after the law, employees can [only] see their contract once the probation
period is over. The management interprets law as they having the right to dismiss
the employee anytime without any valid reason during the probation period. (Chef
de Partie in a local resort, Resort D)

This is one reason some resorts do not pay sufficient attention in the recruitment process
to select the best candidates. However, the Employment Tribunal’s judgements on
dismissal cases have increasingly been in favour of employees. In employment disputes
concerning unfair dismissals, the Tribunal often requests employers to submit copies of
relevant performance appraisals. Some of the Tribunal’s judgements have indicated
employee termination decisions should be based on performance appraisals regardless
of whether the termination takes place within the probationary period or not
(Employment Tribunal, 2010). As a response, resort managers have started to appraise
employee performance before any termination is made:
We don’t have a systematic way of appraising employee performance. Appraisal is
carried out to justify that the promotion is given to the right person, in the case of
termination to justify the management’s position in the Tribunal. (Waiter in a local
resort, Resort C)

However, the focus of performance appraisals in these resorts is to justify the
predetermined decisions or outcomes rather than behavioural processes. Similarly HR
actors establish formal disciplinary and grievances procedures as a precautionary
approach or a useful defence in case employees lodge an application against their
dismissal at the Tribunal. These strategies exemplify how HR actors use certain HR
practices to legitimise their decisions.

4.2.4.2.

Employment agreements and job descriptions

Another example is how resorts deal with the employment contracts. Although resorts
provide written contracts to employees, these contracts often do not meet the
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requirements set out in the law. Managers incorporate clauses that give advantage to the
resort. As a non-managerial employee of a local resort reported:
We have a clause in the contract which says that under no circumstances we can
disclose our dealings with the management to the media. (Sports assistant in a local
resort, Resort C)

Most employment contracts are also written in English using highly technical jargon. As
a result, some employees find it difficult to understand the content of the agreement. As
a TEAM executive explained:
You need a degree to understand your contract. Employees don’t have a choice but
to sign the contract as they would get the job only if they do so. But they don’t
know what they sign up for. (Vice President of TEAM)

Whereas some resort managements use employment contracts as a tool to silence
employees, others regard employment contracts as a means to get rid of employees
whenever necessary. As a line manager of a local resort stated:
In my mind the Employment Act made our job easier in terms of dealing with our
employees. We just need to put a clause in the contract about the conditions on
which employees can be terminated. If they go against it, we can terminate them.
(Spa manager of a local resort, Resort C)

However, some managers and non-managerial employees also believe that employment
contracts will safeguard their rights. All resorts in this sample have made their
employees sign some form of employment contract. Besides the employment
agreements, each employee is also given a job description. However, employees say
these job descriptions do not necessarily include all components specified by law and
reflect fully the jobs for which employees are hired.

4.2.4.3.

Working hours and breaks

HR actors also interpret provisions of the Employment Act with regard to working
hours and break times from a managerial perspective. For example, with regard to
breaks, the law requires employees to be given a break of at least 30 minutes when they
work more than five consecutive hours. In addition, they are also required to give meal
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breaks and prayer-breaks. The law does not specify whether these breaks should be
included or excluded when calculating working hours (Article 45, Employment Act).
Resort E exploits this provision by placing several breaks in between work schedules so
that employees are prevented from being entitled to overtime allowances even though
they are in fact working extended hours.

4.2.4.4.

Annual leave and travel tickets

Interpretation to management’s advantage is also evident in the treatment of the
provisions on annual leave both in the Employment Act and Foreign Employment
Regulation. For example, Foreign Employment Regulation which was enacted as
stipulated by the Employment Act requires employers to provide expatriate employees
with an annual return ticket to their home country. Resort E’s employees say according
to their managers’ interpretation of the regulation, employees are only required to be
provided with a return ticket once they have completed their contract:
Here, we give three-year contract for Bangladeshis, two-year contract for Indian
and Sri-Lankans and one year contracts for all Maldivians. Once the contract is
over, employees are given tickets to go home. (HR assistant in an international
hotel chain, Resort E)

By doing this, the resort can save a significant amount of money from employee travel
tickets. In the case of Maldivian employees, this strategy leads to breach the
employment law with regard to paid annual leave. The law requires every employee to
receive 30 days of paid annual leave (Article 39, Employment Act, 2008). In order to
avoid giving paid annual leaves, local employees are given a one year contract, and at
the end of every year, the resort terminates the contracts to avoid employees being paid
for their annual leave. Once employees come back from their annual leave, they are
given new contracts:
We get an annual leave every year but we are not paid when we are on leave.
Managers say that’s because we are not under any contract. (Senior room boy in an
international hotel chain, Resort E)

However, all other resorts in this study grant paid annual leave to their employees.
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4.2.4.5.

Discriminatory practices – pay, meals and recruitment

The Employment Act categorically prohibits all forms of discrimination (Article 4,
Employment Act, 2008). Although the law encourages resorts to recruit locals over
expatriates, some resort managers give preference for expatriate workers. Local
employees say Resorts E (owned by a Sri Lankan company) and F give priority to Sri
Lankans when hiring employees. Managerial-level positions in these resorts in
particular are dominated by expatriates. At the time of the interviews, there were only
two Maldivians in managerial positions in Resort E. Employees say expatriate managers
dictate employees’ employment terms and conditions. As a result, expatriates enjoy
better employment terms and conditions (pay in particular) than locals despite the law
stipulating that employees in the same rank should receive equal pay and if they were to
be discriminated it must be based on education and experience. As the following
comments from local employees highlighted:
They [managers] used to bring Sri Lankans to work here with higher pay but I had
to coach them. So when they learnt things and get adjusted to this environment
they were always after us [expatriates do not value locals and often fight with
locals]. (Restaurant manager of a local resort, Resort F)
Last time when there was a salary increment, my colleagues from Sri Lanka
working at the same level with me received a 2% increment, but I received only
1% increment. (Senior room boy in an international hotel chain, Resort E)

In order to attract talents in the tight local labour market, resort managers also recruit
local skilled employees at the same level with higher pay. Instead of having a fixed list
of pay per position and having prospective employees assent to the prescribed pay, at
the time of hiring, resort managers try to negotiate the terms and conditions of the
employment with prospective candidates based on their qualifications and experience:
I was interviewed by one of the owners [director] of the resort. I was offered a pay
package during the interview process and I said yes. So I have nothing to complain
about. (Chef de Partie in a local resort, Resort D)

Although managers try to recruit skilled employees offering contingent rewards based
on their skills and experience, incumbent employees working at the same level feel that
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the practice is discriminatory. This strategy makes more business sense. But it also
typifies how resort managers reconcile market and institutional pressures.

Some employees also highlighted the issue of status differences in resorts. Up until very
recently, some resorts had several categories of accommodation and mess rooms for
staff based on seniority. However, at the time of the interviews, except Resort F, all
resorts in this study have a common mess room for all employees although managers
have the privilege of dining at the guest restaurants. In Resort F, there are two staff
messes: one for locals and the other for expatriates. Local employees are cynical about
this arrangement:
There is a different mess for expatriates. They (managers) say it’s for religious
reasons. But we know the expatriate mess serves better food. (Canteen supervisor
in a local resort, Resort F)

The analysis in this section shows that managerial interpretation of the employment law
often leads to deliberate exploiting of loopholes which places employees at the
periphery in the HR decision making.

4.2.5. Bargaining with employees – sugar-coating the facts
Oliver (1991) argues that by applying bargaining tactic organisations attempt to
negotiate with institutional stakeholders in order to meet their demands at a reduced
cost. ‘Employees will be better off with our decision’ is one of the most common
rhetorics that the managers use when negotiating with employees with regard to the
issues relating to the employment law in resorts.

4.2.5.1.

Service charges and overtime allowances

More than half of the resorts in the study (C, D, E and F) pay their employees a fixed
amount as service charge benefits (refer to Section 4.23 for details). Resort C also pays
its employees a fixed amount as overtime allowance for hours exceeding the 48 hours
threshold per week. However, the resort does not regularly pay their employees
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overtime and service charge. Resort managers try hard to justify their non-compliance
with the legislation to their employees:
They try to convince us that receiving a set amount every month is better than to
remain uncertain about our income. It has been some time now since they have
stopped giving us overtime but they increased our salary. Then it was a very small
increase. We were told that we would be better off with this arrangement. But it
was a trap. They also told us they no longer levy service charge on guests. But we
know they have recently increased room rent by 10%. This increase is the service
charge. (Assistant laundry manager of a local resort, Resort C)

These tactics are particularly common when the parent company is in financial
hardship. As the above quote and the following examples show some non-managerial
employees seem to be cynical about managerial justifications with regard to service
charge, overtime and working hours. In Resort E, one of the reasons employees went
on strike in 2009 was the resort’s non-compliance to the provisions in the legislation
concerning service charges. This cynical attitude of employees shows that although
managers push the employer and employee into some form of reciprocal arrangements,
faced with economic and market pressure, employees are not convinced that the market
conditions have reached a level that forces employers to cut labour costs.
However, there are certain categories of employees who benefit financially by
continuing the practices in place before the legislation came into effect. The case in
point is the working hour issue of guest relations staff in Resort A:
We have given up some benefits granted by the labour law. For example being a
Mr. Friday [butler], we have to be on duty 24/7 [continuously] so that we always
have a guest to serve. If we work for eight hours a day, we will not be assigned a
guest next day. It would be a huge loss for us as our income depends on tips from
our guests. (Butler in an international hotel chain, Resort A)

For these employees, working extra hours without overtime allowance is worthwhile, as
they depend on tipping as a major source of their income. These employees said very
little about the positive aspects of the legislation as most of the current employment
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practices for them were more favourable than the minimum requirements set out in the
law.

4.2.5.2.

Friday and public holidays

As mentioned in Section 4.2.4, Friday is a public holiday in the Maldives. However,
rather than treating Friday as a public holiday or paying employees working on Fridays
as prescribed by law, managers in some resorts (e.g. C and E) assign employees
reduced hours of work on Fridays. The managerial argument in favour of making
employees work on Fridays with normal pay is that there is no difference in working on
Fridays or any other day for that matter because resort workers are given off days after
six consecutive days of work. This argument typifies legitimatory rhetoric (Ferner et al.,
2011) used by the managers to justify their actions.

4.2.5.3.

Annual leave

Similarly, with the exception of Resort E, all other resorts that participated in this study
provide paid annual leave. However, for some employees annual leave often becomes
meaningless as they are not able to take leave based on their preference. For example,
school children and civil service employees often get leave during November to
February every year. This is the high season in resorts, thus resort workers are less
likely to be granted leave during this period. As there is a mismatch between the periods
in which resort workers and their families are on leave, resort workers are often unable
to spend time with their family during their leave. If an employee chooses to go home
for more than a week during this period, in most cases, the employee has to leave the
job. The sketch presented in Figure 4.1 corroborates the employee account of the annual
leave situation of resort workers in comparison with civil servants. The sketch was
contributed by a resort worker to the Maldives Resort Workers Blog which publishes
articles and stories from an employee perspective about employment issues in resorts.
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Figure 4.1: Workload comparison of resort workers and public servants

Source: Maldives Resort Workers Blog (2012)

However, similar to the case of working extra hours (refer to Section 4.2.5.1), some
resort workers (e.g. those working in guest relations) opt not to take leave during the
high season even if they are offered leave as it involves a very high opportunity cost for
them.

4.2.5.4.

Bargaining with the government – a political process

Resort managers, and those in international hotel chains in particular, bargain with the
government over the compliance with the employment laws and regulations. For
example, the HR manager of Resort G raised concern over the compliance to the
requirements prescribed by the employment law with regard to employment agreements
and job descriptions saying that compliance to the law may lead the resort to deviate
from company-wide best practices:
We have a particular format prescribed by our HQ to write employment contracts
and job descriptions. If we have to include all the requirements stated in the
employment law, we might not be able to completely follow our HQ format.
(Assistant HR manager of an international hotel chain, Resort G)

However, as the law sets out basic requirements that organisations have to meet, it is
unlikely to be problematic for resorts to fully comply with these requirements. Thus,
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consistent with Tempel et al.’s (2006) findings, this can be seen as managers
exaggerating the extent of pressures exerted on them to adopt parent company practices
and the likely sanctions from HQ. In other words, managers use relational context as a
source of power to resist the requirements of the local institutional context (Ferner et al.,
2005).
Referring to the incident, TEAM executives claimed that international hotel chains act
as if they are superior to others, and influence the institutional requirements:
No law applies to them [international hotel chains] and nobody monitors what they
do. They [international hotel chains] operate like small countries within the
Maldives. (Vice President of TEAM)

However, managers from some international hotel chains deny that they use their
international standing as a buffer against any government intervention:
We comply with every rule, and regulations of the government set out for tourism.
The reason simply is that we are a successful company in the Maldives. We wish to
maintain the advantage of being in the Maldives. Therefore, it is not worthwhile
even challenging any government, whether we are in agreement or disagreement on
what they say. (GM of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

As the above quote shows, some international hotel chains do not want to challenge the
employment legislation and other government policies for two reasons: (1) these hotel
chains are already well-established in the Maldivian tourism industry; and (2) due to the
perceived potential economic loss in challenging the government. By law, the
government has the authority to take actions against non-compliance. Depending on the
nature and the extent of noncompliance, the government could take actions ranging
from levying a fine to closure of a resort operation. Such actions could also damage
their reputation which these resorts consider as an important factor for their success.
Hence, dependence is the key explanatory factor here (Oliver, 1991). This finding is
also consistent with Clemens and Douglas’s (2005) argument that better endowed
organisations, with perceived high levels of social legitimacy due to the importance of
their ongoing success, are less likely to employ active resistance strategies.
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Although rare, dominance behaviour is also evident from managers of local resorts
which have long been established. For example, Resort B hands an employee handbook
to every employee upon selection which includes the resort’s policies and procedures.
However, the policies in the handbook are not consistent with the employment
legislation. Employees are instructed to strictly follow the handbook and are given the
impression that the handbook is superior to laws and regulations.
Both local and international hotel chains also use macro-environment changes which
may have an impact on the tourism industry to seek government sympathy in cases of
non-compliance. A government official explained how resort managers used the global
financial crisis for this purpose:
Several resort managers tried to convince us that they find it difficult to comply
with the law due to global financial crisis which actually slow-down the tourism
industry. Their logic is simple, ‘it is better for staff to retain their jobs rather than
losing them just because of the extra spending on our part to comply with the law’.
(Senior MTAC official, GOO52)

Managers in both local and international hotel chains also use their personal relations to
bend the “rules of the game” (North, 1990, p.3) by engaging in extensive bargaining
with the authorities in the government with regard to legislative compliance. Some nonmanagerial employees referred to corrupt practices between their managers and relevant
government departments:
Last time when we were on strike, the management told us that even if we stay
there for six months, nothing will happen as long as this government is in power.
Even if a new government comes in, nothing will change. We know the resort
owners spent for the government’s campaign. They continue to bribe MTAC
inspectors. (Senior room boy in an international hotel chain, Resort E)

The strategies described in the above quote reflect the controlling tactics under the
manipulation category of Oliver’s (1991) framework. Both local and international
resorts are able to bargain with the government because resorts are of strategic
importance to the government as they bring foreign currency to the economy. This is
consistent with Cooke’s (2011) findings in the context of China that in areas where the
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private firms are the mainstay of the local economy, the government is not able to
influence HRM practices in those firms as much as it does with other firms.

4.2.6. Playing games with the government – buffer and concealment tactics
Concealment tactics refer to organisations’ attempts to nonconformity in a disguised
manner behind a facade of acquiescence (Oliver, 1991). Buffering tactics involve
reducing the possibility of external inspection through partially decoupling technical
activities from external contacts (Scott, 1987). Both the Employment Act (Article 77,
2008) and the Maldives Tourism Act (Article 45, 1999) require labour inspectors and
MTAC officials respectively to inspect resorts on employment services and facilities,
health and safety arrangements and other employment conditions from time to time.
Although inspection visits are frequent, some non-managerial employees and TEAM
officials reported that managers play games with these inspectors. Managers use tactics
such as making arrangements that would appear that everything is done in accordance
with the law and regulations, and entertaining and pampering labour inspectors in order
to influence their perception of resort’s compliance:
Usually a young boy from the tourism ministry would come here for inspection.
The management would entertain him, and pamper him so that he would believe
whatever the management show them. If there’s something happening here in
breach of the law, managers would stop it for just that day. (Secretary General of
TEAM)

Although avoidance strategy, decoupling in this case, is a likely response when
organisations are confronted with the external regulatory demand (Oliver, 1991), in the
case of the Maldives, the main factor contributing to resort managers using decoupling
strategies is a lower degree of law enforcement. The weak labour inspection and law
enforcement mechanisms in place coupled with the widely held perception that the
government lacks commitment to implement the laws and regulations, affect the
effectiveness of these institutional pressures being transmitted to the organisational
level.
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4.2.7. Collective strategic responses – active development of the context
Scott (2008, p.173) argues that depending on the nature of the institutional pressure,
organisations can collectively respond to a pressure in order to “shape the nature of
demands and even to redefine the rules and logics operating within the field”. This
collective response reflects Oliver’s (1991) influence tactics under manipulation
category and Boon et al.’s (2009) active development construct. Besides individual
strategic responses to the employment legislation, resorts also use collective responses
to influence the legislative agenda. These responses are channelled through the
employer association, Maldives Association of Tourism Industry (MATI). All resorts in
the study are members of this industry association. MATI lobbied the government in the
drafting stage of the legislation to accommodate its concerns. After the law came into
effect, MATI also proposed hundreds of amendments to the legislation. Resort owners
or directors represent resorts in MATI. Its board is dominated by local resort owners.
Thus, local resort owners play a more pivotal role than that of international hotel chains
in formulating and channelling collective response to government policies, laws and
regulations. Overall, these bargaining, decoupling and active development strategies
suggest that resort managements are not only ‘rule-takers’ but also ‘rule-makers’
(Streeck and Thelen, 2005) in respect to the employment legislation.

4.3.

Response to other relevant laws – compliance and active development

Recently, the government enacted two employment-related laws: the Pension Act (Law
No.8/2009) and The National Social Health Insurance Scheme Act (Law No.15/2011).
The National Social Health Insurance Scheme Act (2011) does not require employers to
enlist their employees in the scheme as it is a free health insurance scheme for all
Maldivians. The Maldives Pension Act (2009), however, requires all employers and
employees to participate in the Maldives Retirement Scheme within a minimum
monthly contribution of 7% of the pensionable wage. Among the resorts that
participated in research before these laws came into effect, only Resort B, F and G
offered medical insurance for their staff and only Resort B had a staff provident fund. In
other resorts, employees depend on the owners’ generosity for medical assistance. This
is despite an absence of a strong social security system in the Maldives and the financial
difficulties faced by local resort workers seeking medical treatments on their own cost.
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Although the introduction of these Acts to a greater extent has transferred social
benefits from employers to the state, employers were granted the freedom to decide
what services to provide in addition to the basic social package defined in the
legislation. However, most resorts in this study limit these benefits to those defined in
the legislation. Thus far, all resorts have been complying with the pension legislation.
As a result, there is no clear distinction between local and international hotel chains in
the provision of these social benefits.
Although individual resistance strategies are observed in the case of managerial
responses to employment legislation, such resistance is not evident in the case of
managerial responses to the Pension Act (2009). Resort owners through MATI have
successfully lobbied the government at the initial stage of the enactment of the
legislation to defer enlisting foreign employees in the retirement scheme. Consistent
with Cooke’s (2011) findings in the context of China, employer associations in the
Maldives sought to put pressure on the government if legislation and policy regulations
seemed likely to impact negatively on their businesses.The Pension Act (Law
No.8/2009) requires all private sector employers including resorts to enlist all
employees within the maximum of two years from the date this law come into effect.
However, later on, with the pressure from MATI, the parliament passed Amendment
One to the Pension Act (Law No.7/2011) which gives employers effectively four years
before they are legally obliged to enlist their expatriate staff in the scheme (Naish,
2011).

4.4.

Foreign employment regulation and strategic responses – decoupling

Article 62 of the Employment Act (2008) mandates the relevant minister to enact and
publish a regulation governing the foreign employment within six months of the coming
into force of the legislation. As a result, the foreign employment regulation came into
effect in 2009. It was re-enacted in 2011 with significant amendments. The foreign
employment regulation governs the employment of foreigners in the Maldives. It also
regulates the work permit quota system of foreign employees. The regulation requires
resorts to recruit expatriates for certain categories of jobs only if locals are not available
for the jobs. The government issues quotas for foreign employees and their work
permits when resorts meet the requirement.
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Resort managers do not blindly comply with the regulation. Rather they use
concealment and buffer tactics (decoupling strategies) to show that they comply with
the regulatory requirements (Oliver, 1991). For example, in order to produce the proof
that they advertise jobs in local print media to find locals for the positions before
requests are made to secure work permit quota to source expatriates, resort managers
design a small advertisement in an unattractive form and request newspapers to place it
in the paper in a way that would put off local candidates. Job titles, job specifications
and salary that appear on these advertisements are often unattractive. Sometimes salary
is not stated. Moreover, a short notice is given to potential candidates to submit their
applications or interested applicants are required to apply online in order to curtail the
number of Maldivian applicants. Although Maldives has one of the highest internet
access rates among the South Asian countries (InfoDev, 2010), resort managers say,
Maldivians often do not make job applications online.
Some resort managers get approval of these advertisements from nearby island office
through their personal contacts without advertising them in the islands or on the print
media, something which can be interpreted from comments such as this:
It’s not hard to produce something to get the work permit quota; I know some of
my colleagues in other resorts used to get it easily from their contacts in the nearby
island offices. But, my point is why the rule remains when it’s impractical and
when they [the government] can’t implement it. (HR manager of a local resort,
Resort C)

As the above quote shows, resort managers justify their course of action on the grounds
that the regulation is impractical, not viable or unrealistic to follow in resorts. This
represents the ‘dismiss tactic’ under ‘defy’ category of Oliver’s (1991) framework. An
HR director explained why the work permit quota system is not realistically grounded
with managers’ preferences:
So for example, I want to recruit an environmental manager to this resort, who is
going to understand recycling, decarbonising projects we are working on so
handling, you know, a bit of marine biology. At the moment I think some of that
environmental awareness is relatively new to the Maldives in many cases. But the
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government won’t give me a work permit and I can’t get anyone locally. (HR
director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

As the above quote shows, the skills shortage or skills mismatch between the local
labour market and the resort’s labour needs leads resort managers to think about the
alternatives to source required skills. In the case of Resort A the job specification is set
by the head office. As a result, the HR director is faced with the dilemma of whether she
should follow the local regulation or bend it to meet the requirement set out by the
corporate head office. The HR director says in the past the resort has used a strategy of
recruiting expatriates for some professional jobs for which the resort receives work
permits, but then offers these professionals different jobs to do:
Because what actually has happened is, lots of people came in here on spa therapist
visas in all the resorts. It’s hilarious. When you speak to somebody, you know the
financial controller and what’s on his work permit? A spa therapist! (HR director
of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

Although managers in most resorts still use this strategy, HR director of Resort A
recognised that continuously deviating from the regulation is not the solution. Instead,
she opted to use the situation as an opportunity to convince the GM and the corporate
head office to start an apprenticeship program to train people to take up skilled jobs
required by the resort. This strategy reflects Boon et al.’s (2009) active and innovative
development construct. Organisations choose active innovative development in
balancing competitive institutional pressures in order to achieve both efficiency and
long-term viability (Boon et al., 2009). This strategy thus tends to serve both the
regulatory requirement and business needs in the long-term. The strategic choice made
by the HR director raises the importance of resorts having HR managers who
understand the local environment in order to accommodate the needs of both the local
institutional and relational contexts. Her action also exemplifies how HR actors use
their local knowledge to negotiate with the managers in the corporate head office to get
things done for the benefit of the subsidiary (Ferner et al., 2005; Tempel et al., 2006).
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4.4.1. Parity provision: balancing the recruitment of locals and expatriates
The Foreign Employment Regulation (2009) allows resorts to employ foreign
employees up to 50% of the resort’s workforce. However, resort managers employ
decoupling strategies to by-pass this requirement to recruit more expatriates. For
example, in order to show that the resort follows this requirement, managers in Resort A
manipulate their employment statistics:
Our managers play with the employment statistics by showing the authorities
women who come here from ‘Hura’ [a nearby inhabited island] once or twice a
week to clean the beach as full-time and permanent employees. (Senior room boy
in an international hotel chain, Resort E)

The government officials say they are aware of the strategies used by the employers in
response to the work permit and parity provision. However, instead of trying to
strengthen the enforcement mechanisms and take punitive measures against those
employers who violate the regulation, the government has recently changed the
provision, increasing the expatriate-to-local ratio in resorts from 50:50 to 55:45. This
policy change was aimed to accommodate employer demands regarding the labour
needs of the industry (Foreign Employment Regulation, 2011). This change contradicts
the objective of the same regulation: to control the influx of expatriate labour in the
local labour market (localisation of resort workforce). This leads employers to wonder
about the real motive (cause) behind government policies and regulations.

Resort

owners’ efforts in successfully changing this parity policy show their preference of
influencing the institutional context by engaging with the active development of the
context over leaving the existing domain (Boon et al., 2009; Oliver, 1991).
Although managers are happy with the change in the parity policy in their favour, as
presented in Section 4.2.4 with regard to the employment legislation, they say the
government keeps on changing the ratio without giving sufficient time for them to plan
ahead. Some GMs and HR managers are not aware of the most recent changes. They
say the government does not communicate these changes to the resorts in a timely
fashion. As a result, managers have to rely on their personal contacts in the government
departments to get the relevant information. Contradictory policies and regulations, and
the lack of coordination and communication in the implementation, show the
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decoupling nature of policies and regulations themselves (Bromley et al., 2012; Meyer
and Rowan, 1977).

4.5.

The impact of the new constitution – employee strikes

In 2008, the Maldives ushered in a new liberal Constitution which often is referred to as
the ‘green Constitution’ (based on the colour used in the cover of the booklet in the
official print) in 2008. The new Constitution, which is based on Islamic and liberal
principles, provides for the establishment of new independent institutions and laws. It
grants several labour rights including the right to work, to organise trade unions, the
right to strike, and the right of pension, and prohibits forced labour and all forms of
unfair discrimination. The government has been drafting and enacting legislation and
regulations in order to safeguard the employee rights enshrined by the Constitution.
Anner (2008) and Bronstein (1995) suggest that in Latin American countries,
constitutional amendments followed labour law reforms. In the case of the Maldives,
following the new Constitution, thus far the government has enacted the Employment
Act (No.2/2008) and Pension Act (No.8/2009). Although the Industrial Relations Bill is
still in the drafting stage, with the pressure from resort owners due to increasing number
of wild cat strikes taking place in resorts, the government in 2011 has enacted a
regulation governing dispute resolution in workplaces.
Robson et al. (1996, p.398) assert that “institutions provide individuals with the basis
for action”. Consistent with this assertion, empowered by the rights granted by the new
Constitution, resort workers have been exercising their newly-found rights such as
organising petitions or strikes rather than the traditional norm of seeking a job
elsewhere:
After the constitution, we have so far seen 15 or so employee strikes in resorts. So
we see this as a threat. The right to strike has become an advantage for employees
and we are fearful of the consequences. (GM of a local resort, Resort C)
Before, if an employee had problems with the management, he/she simply leaves
the resort. But now, local employees organise strikes and fight for their rights until
either the management meet their demands or fire them. They don’t simply go
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without putting up a fight. (Senior room boy in an international hotel chain, Resort
E)

Resort managers in two resorts (B and E) in this study have experienced employee
strikes and managers in all resorts in this sample have received petitions from
employees on different employment matters. Employees say they organise strikes when:
(1) managers fail to honour their commitments to provide certain employment services
(breach of the psychological contract); and (2) they want to force resorts to grant the
rights guaranteed by the Constitution and the employment law, and to make managers
comply with the tourism and employment regulations:
We organise the strike here when management time and again fails to fulfil their
promises. We have been continuously asking them to improve things like food and
service charge for us. We are merely asking them to follow the employment law.
(Senior room boy in an international hotel chain, Resort E)

Government officials identified discriminatory practices in resorts as another major
reason for employee strikes:
So far in all strikes in resorts, employees have raised their voice against
discrimination. Locals feel that their expatriate colleagues are receiving a better
treatment in resorts. (Former director of Labour Relations Authority, GOO53)

Consistent with findings from studies such as Almond et al. (2006) and Ferner et al.
(2011), employees react the way they did because the discriminatory treatment clashed
with their normative perception of fairness. For example, expatriate employees working
at the same level receiving better treatment is unacceptable to local employees.
Employees’ views from above the quotes also show that employees perceived that
strikes are the best way to deal with employment disputes. However, managers say
employees organise strikes for no solid reason but for the sake of exercising their
newly-found rights, something that can be interpreted from comments such as:
Here employees had the strike not because we didn’t provide them their rights and
entitlements, but due to the termination of the former HR manager. Employees
liked him very much and they didn’t want him fired from his job. (HR director of a
local resort, Resort B)
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Regardless of the reasons why employees organise strikes, resort managers are fearful
of the consequences. Hence, they are determined to avoid employee strikes due to the
financial loss and bad publicity associated with these strikes:
During the most recent employee strike in one of our sister resorts, they had to
relocate guests for a few days. It cost our parent company about US$3 million. I
don’t want that to happen here. (GM of a local resort, Resort F)
When our employees went on strike here, it was widely covered in the local media
and it damaged our image. We have learned a good lesson from this. (Food and
Beverage Manager of an international hotel chain, Resort E)

While acknowledging the negative consequences of employee strikes in resorts, both
employees and TEAM executives reiterated their belief that avoiding employee strikes
is a matter entirely up to the resort managers:
When a resort is shut down for two days, if it loses US$3 million, probably the
resort is able to make the same amount of money by operating two days. My point
is why don’t you at least share a portion of US$3 million by providing a reasonable
level of service for your employees? If you could do this, there wouldn’t have been
strikes in the first place. (Secretary General of TEAM)

Resort managers giving in when faced with employee strikes suggests that individual
actions are required when institutional requirements (e.g. compliance with the
employment legislation) are not reflected in organisational HRM practices (Robson et
al., 1996).

Employee actions in resorts influence HRM decisions and managerial

responses to institutional requirements.

4.6.

Employee associations and strategic responses – avoidance strategies

Unions exert coercive isomorphic pressure on organisations regarding HRM (Harcourt
et al., 2005; Myloni et al., 2004). Although the Constitution gives employees the right to
organise and associate with trade unions, there is no legislation which specifies how
trade unions and works councils are to be formed or organised. Consequently, there are
no trade unions and works councils in the form described by institutional theorists such
as Paauwe and Boselie (2003) in the Maldives, and as a result, collective bargaining and
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co-determination (co-involvement of decision making) do not take place in resorts. An
alternative voice mechanism in the resort sector in the Maldives is the TEAM, which
acts as a pseudo union. The TEAM entertains a high level of support among resort
workers, and has been focusing on helping employees when they are on strike or subject
to unfair dismissal.
Harcourt et al. (2005) claim that outside the immediate workplace unions put pressure
on organisations to honour employment rights through campaigns, demonstration and
educational efforts. Besides these efforts, TEAM executives ‘name and shame’ resorts
in the parliament and in the media if resorts do not follow the employment law:
Resorts conform to the Employment Act not because they really want to, but
because they fear that our man [the president of TEAM – a member of Parliament]
in the parliament might name and shame them if they don’t follow the law. (Vice
President of TEAM)

Due to the way that TEAM functions, resort managers use two major strategies which
are largely driven by anti-union ideologies to deal with TEAM. First, resort managers
avoid recruiting employees who support TEAM by emphasizing ‘the right attitude’ and
stringent reference checking in the selection process:
So we are very careful about who we recruit. Because we don’t want that new
recruit to come to the island then upset the other people who have been here for
some time already. We particularly see whether the potential candidates are union
monger types and we continuously monitor them. If we see something like that
from any employee, then he or she is counselled. (GM of a local resort, Resort F)

Resort managers often do not stop at counselling such employees. They do all they can
to get rid of such employees and further ensure that these employees do not even remain
in the industry. Consequently, it has become a common practice to provide
unfavourable performance records to employees who have been terminated by resorts
despite the fact that stating the reason for dismissal in the performance record is
categorically prohibited by the employment law (Article 24, Employment Act, 2008).
As the following comment indicated:
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Some resorts give bad references for their staff even if employees leave for genuine
reasons. So reference checks and police report requirements are making
employees’ life difficult in their effort to finding jobs. With this it’s almost
impossible for some people to pursue a career in the hospitality industry. (Secretary
General of TEAM)

The above quote also shows that resort managers opt for a strategy that would cause less
harm to the business even if the action breaches the law and regulations.
Second, some resort managers actively seek to prevent unions being formed in the
Maldives. They make explicitly clear to their employees and to the government that
union formation would not be in their best interest:
See I have a fundamental problem with unions. I think the Maldives will be lost of
its plots [the Maldives will lose the plot] would they allow unions to come in.
Because unions and people who run them do not understand the business they
dictate to. They are usually run by political gangs on ulterior motives. (GM of a
local resort, Resort F)

For the reason specified in the above quote resort managers try to provide an alternative
for employees to raise their voice. They promote employee committees as an effective
alternative for unions:
I think if the management is constantly good with its staff and doesn’t abuse them
and shows them that there is a forum which they can raise their comments; there’s
no need of a union. For example, here we have an employee welfare committee
which meets twice a month. And any concerns or comments or fears or doubts can
be raised in this forum. (GM of a local resort, Resort F)

All resorts in this research have employee committees in place although their role and
level of participation in decision making and representing employees vary from resort to
resort. Resort managers’ responses to TEAM presented above show managers’ active
involvement in shaping the institutional context in which resorts are operating (Boon et
al., 2009; Oliver, 1991) by avoiding unions or preventing them from being formed (Van
den Broek, 1997).
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4.7.

Formalisation-based parent control and responses – following religiously

Institutional theorists recognise the pressure from the headquarters as internal
institutional pressure for internal legitimacy (Mellahi et al., 2013). Drawing on Kim et
al. (2003), Smale et al. (2012) identify four types of integration (control and
coordination)

mechanisms

in

managing

global

firms:

centralisation-based;

formalisation-based; information-based; and people-based integration mechanisms.
Among these mechanisms, the centralisation-based and formalisation-based integration
mechanisms are coercive in nature. “Centralisation-based integration refers to where
decisions-making authority resides at multinational corporation (MNC) headquarters;
[and] formalisation-based integration involves the standardisation of work procedures,
rules, policies and manuals” (Smale et al., 2012, p.181). Although these mechanisms
have been widely used in managing MNCs, as resorts in the Maldives are subsidiaries
or subunits of their parent companies, these mechanisms are evident in both local
resorts and international hotel chains. However, in this section, mechanisms of coercive
nature evident in resorts are presented.
The corporate headquarters of Resort A uses control mechanisms in order to maintain
the desired standard of services and produce intended profits. In terms of human
resource management, the corporate headquarters gives directions for control and
supervises the human resource budget regarding salaries, wages, remuneration and
fringe benefits of employees. It monitors ongoing recruitment, training and related
activities of the staff. It also ensures that the property’s staffing is adequate, job
specifications and descriptions are followed at all times, and for all staff positions,
motivate staff and improve staff discipline, salaries and wages, benefits (Company
profile, Resort A). The HQ ensures these by issuing best practice guidelines and
conducting regular auditing as discussed later on in this section.
However, the company gives preference to source talented and experienced resort
managers who are entrepreneurial, and bring innovative approaches to the resort
operation. The resorts are given significant autonomy and freedom whilst still
monitoring each operation and giving clear guidelines on financial targets, operating
philosophy, and best practices, as well as essential control systems (Company profile,
Resort A). Both GM and HR director confirmed in their interview that they are in
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control of HRM in the resort. They say the personalised services offered to guests are
not consistent with the centralised-based control mechanism, which is the major reason
resort managers have freedom to implement resort policies:
We have plenty of freedom to do things on our own. That’s why I would really
struggle to work in Hilton at this perspective because it’s a very successful chain
but you do not have much freedom. I think our owners here hate the thought that
we become really corporate. You know at top end level your guests are also
different and expect personalized service. How can you do that when you are stuck
in lousy rules? (HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

In Resort A, there are guidelines from HQ describing the desired features of the HR
system that the resort must adopt in order to gain a minimal consistency for global HR
operations. They are hybrid in nature, consisting of imperatives for both global
standardisation and localisation in that most practices have mandatory components with
which every resort has to comply, and recommendatory components, which are
recommended for implementation subject to every resort’s individual decisions based
on the local context (Best practices guideline, Resort A). There are 94 HR best practices
that Resort A has to implement which appears to be the major source of standardisation
(Chung et al., 2012). An example of an HR best practice is:
During recruitment, the GM should conduct a final interview with every candidate
to be recruited to sanction the recruitment. (HR best practice guideline, Resort A)

In order to ensure resorts’ compliance to these guidelines, people-based integration
mechanisms as suggested by Smale et al. (2012) are used. For example, at least twice a
year specialised teams from the headquarters visit the resort to conduct a deep and
detailed study and audit the resort in terms of group and international best practices,
standards, policies and procedures that ensures that the quality of products and services
offered by the resort are improving and evolving (Company profile, Resort A). The
regional CEO of the group is also based in the resort. Moreover, the owners regularly
visit the resort and they have their own home in the resort. In terms of HR best
practices, the auditors check whether the resort complies with the HR best practice
guideline. For example, one HR best practice requirement is to carry out 360 degree
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appraisals once a year. Therefore, the auditors check the relevant documents whether
360 degree performance appraisal has been carried out annually.
Despite these mechanisms in place, the resort managers are not in full compliance with
the guidelines:
Being honest, as opposed to what they got in their last audit, I think 75% [of HR
best practices] happen religiously without fail. I think another 10% happen when
we remember or have time. And the others are on the list, and haven’t kind of got
around to or haven’t really been done for the last six months. (HR director of an
international hotel chain, Resort A)

In some cases resort managers also attempt to negotiate with certain requirements set by
the HQ and get things done in favour of the local context. An example of this nature is
presented in Section 4.4. This confirms Oliver’s (1997) argument that managers can
make strategic choices even in organisations that operate in highly institutionalised
environments.
Resort G belongs to a relatively smaller management company than Resort A. HR
polices for resorts are developed in consultation with the HR managers and GMs in
resorts by the CVPHR who is based in the headquarters in Singapore. All managerial
level employees recruited for the resort, expatriates or locals, are interviewed by the
CVPHR. The interaction between the resort management and corporate HR is more
frequent in Resort G than Resort A. Consequently, managers in Resort G fully comply
with the corporate demands. For example, Section 4.2.5.4 shows how HR manager try
to follow employment agreements and job descriptions prescribed by the parent
company despite the presence of specific provisions in the local employment legislation
on employment agreements and job descriptions. This strategy reflects the ‘dismiss’
tactic under the ‘defy’ category of Oliver’s (1991) framework. Similarly, faced with a
similar set of control measures to influence the operation and management of
employees, and HR activities are largely coordinated by the regional office located in
the capital Male’, Resort E also fully comply with headquarters’ requirements.

124

In the case of local resorts, in Resorts B, C and D, all HR decisions that involve finance
are made by the corporate head office in Male’. Managers in these resorts also have to
follow some HR guidelines formulated by the HQ. However, resort managers largely
have the freedom to formulate and implement HR matters that do not encounter
financial problems. Owners take part in important HRM decision making. They are also
involved in carrying out some HR functions. For example, in the case of Resort D, the
owner interviews potential professional candidates in the selection process and offers
contingent compensation packages. In the case of Resort F resort managers face a
similar set of corporate requirements as Resort G. Although managers in some local
resorts expressed frustrations over the difficulties associated with getting things done
through their corporate head office, managers in all local resorts including Resort F
comply with their corporate requirements. This is one piece of evidence that their HRM
decisions are driven by financial motives.

4.8.

Rationales for strategic responses – legitimacy and efficiency

Consistent with Oliver (1991) framework, resort managers’ responses to the coercive
institutional pressures are driven by two major motives: (1) to establish and maintain
reputation in the eyes of stakeholders; (2) to improve business efficiency through cost
reduction.

4.8.1. Establish and maintain reputation – seeking external legitimacy
According to institutional theory, organisations enhance their legitimacy by conforming
to public opinion and institutionalised rules and procedures (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).
Some resorts accede to the employment legislation in order to build and maintain their
reputation. For example, Resort A, having a reputation of treating its employees well, is
very particular about its image and how its HRM practices are perceived by external
stakeholders such as the public, guests and media:
As a company, we certainly would not want to be exposed as not following the
law. It gets bad PR if we are caught as a top resort not paying Ramadan bonus. So
that’s a bit of a driver as much as anything else. We’re quite law abiding. You
know we’re quite [proud] of the reputation as looking after our hosts [employees].
(HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)
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Some resort managers expressed their intention to go back to the practices they had
embraced before the implementation of the law if there are no legal requirements. This
suggests that resort managers comply with the legislation because they do not want to
risk their reputation in the short-term and their business in the long-term by noncompliance to the legislation.
Managers of Resort B and F are also very particular about the potential consequences of
their decisions regarding employees and resorts’ reputation. Although the GM of Resort
C also echoed the same sentiment, the managers are more concerned with a negative
publicity that their chairman, a renowned politician, might receive as a result of their
actions. Everyone from lower level managers to the owner therefore takes extra steps to
make disgruntled employees happy and if something goes wrong managers try to water
down the issue:
When we cut employee salary and put service charge on hold during the 2008
economic crisis, we didn’t get defensive. We knew that being defensive would
escalate the problem and get a wider media coverage which would further damage
our image and change the public perception about us. (Spa manager of a local
resort, Resort C)

Also,
During the economic crisis in 2008, the owner visited us and appealed to give up
our pay to salvage the company. He gave all kinds of reasons. Whether we believed
it or not is a different matter. (Assistant laundry manager of a local resort, Resort
C)

The justifications given to employees concerning their pay cut and avoiding the
regulatory requirements could be considered as managers constructing rhetoric to
enhance legitimacy (Kennedy and Fiss, 2009).
Approximately 60% of the employees of Resort C are from the closest two inhabited
islands that belong to the constituency which is represented in the parliament by the
owner of the resort. The management thus gives special consideration to these
employees in the decision making process. However, when the resort is unable to
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please employees, managers prefer the approach of ‘looking good’ to the external
audience:
The resort is good at spinning the media. This month we got salary on the 17th. But
did you hear any news about it? No media has reported it. All TV channels talk
about the generosity of our chairman. (Food and beverage supervisor of a local
resort, Resort C)

The above quote shows that the resort managers spin media in order to appear to be
good to external audiences and viewed as fair employers while not completely acting in
accordance with the employment law or in the best interest of employees. This is a way
of directly managing views of their legitimacy by emphasising their credibility, and
through impression management (Scott, 2008).

4.8.2. Employee pressure – seeking employee legitimacy
However, maintaining legitimacy in the eyes of external stakeholders in the long-term
depends on establishing reputation with employees. For example, Resorts C and E had
suffered from poor reputation in the Maldivian labour market for the last few years due
to relatively poor employment terms and conditions and non-compliance with the law.
Having been affected by the resorts’ unfavourable HRM decisions, employees from
these resorts have actively been involved in discrediting these resorts. For instance,
when a service charge issue (providing fixed service charges disproportionate to the
service chargeable revenues resorts earn) was taken up by a TripAdvisor forum, three
resorts from this study (B, C and E) were included in a list of ‘bad employers’ who
‘steal’ from staff service charges. This was aimed to ‘name and shame’ these resorts
which give them negative publicity. As TripAdvisor is one of the primary sources of
information potential guests consider when making a decision on a holiday destination,
these actions by employees not only give negative publicity for potential employees but
also for potential customers (guests).
As a result, these resorts find it challenging to attract and retain competent local
employees. Most of the non-managerial employees interviewed from these resorts
expressed their desire to leave the resort for better opportunities elsewhere. They appear
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to be using these resorts as a career launching or a transit platform. As a non-managerial
employee commented:
I am here because it is closer to Male’ and I find it easy to travel to Male’ to attend
job interviews. To stay in Male’ is expensive and I can’t afford to be without a job
for long. (Senior room boy of an international hotel chain, Resort E)

Employees in some resorts organise employee strikes or petitions and fight for their
rights rather than leaving their jobs when resort managers do not comply with the
employment law and regulations or fail to provide a reasonable standard of employment
services. Local employees admitted that sometimes they are not able to put pressure on
the management to the level they wanted due to two reasons: (1) the lack of cooperation
from foreign employees, who make up of 50% of resort workforce, for fear of losing
their job; and (2) local employees who take part in strikes can easily be replaced by
foreign employees. However, although changes do not follow immediately after the
strikes, these pressures bring some positive HR changes in resorts:
We didn’t see changes immediately after the Employment Act. But it keeps on
gaining momentum and now I would say 60% of the resorts practise 60% of the
things in the law. I think these improvements came as a result of strikes and
employees fighting for their rights. (Secretary General of TEAM)

This is because strikes and law-suits are costly affairs for resort owners which they
would like to avoid where possible (Boon et al., 2009). The pressure on resort
managements to establish and maintain reputation with the external audience and
employees implies that achieving internal and external legitimacy is not an either-or
choice for them but both are mandatory requirements which need to be sought
simultaneously (Collings and Dick, 2011; Kennedy and Fiss, 2009) .

4.8.3. Business case – strategic and operational reasons
Several managers acknowledged that they were not able to fully comply with the
employment law due to financial reasons. Several quotes presented in the previous
sections corroborate this. They indicate that strategic responses and HRM practices are
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aimed at reducing cost (e.g. reducing employee wages). Cost is taken into consideration
in decision making, even if this risks legitimacy in the eyes of stakeholders (Hayton,
2003).
As most resorts are highly focused on financial performance which is contingent upon
operational efficiency, managerial employees highlighted several provisions in the
legislation that are incompatible with resorts’ operations. They include provisions
pertaining to:
o Treatment of Friday as a public holiday
o Overtime rates, especially for Friday and other public holidays
o Working hours requirements
o Granting an extra day in place of every public holiday falling into the period of
leave
Using operational reasons, resort managements also try to convince employees that the
employment law is designed for the public sector; thus, it is not relevant to the industry
or resort workers. Managers and TEAM executives also acknowledged the operational
difficulties associated with strictly following the legislation:
There is still no resort which fully complies with the law. I think in its present
form, it would be really challenging to practise everything in the law. There are
loopholes in the law. (Vice President of TEAM)

However, there have been coincidences of interests of organisation and requirements of
the legislation. The HR director of Resort A acknowledged that the resort finds it easy to
comply with the provisions in the Employment Act which are consistent with the
resort’s best practices:
We are very happy to follow the due process as outlined by the law because it’s in
line with our best practices guideline and our owners want to know the reason why
if any employee is terminated. (HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort
A)

This suggests that the legislation does not act always as a source of coercive pressure
(Parry and Tyson, 2009).
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4.9.

Chapter summary

This chapter presented an analysis of organisational strategic responses to coercive
institutional pressures. Table 4.1 below summarises the sources of coercive isomorphic
pressures identified in this chapter.

Table 4-1: Sources of coercive forces in the resort sector in the Maldives
Types of forces
Coercive isomorphism

Main sources
Employment Act (Law No.2/2008)
Pension Act (Law No.8/2009)
Foreign Employment Regulation (2011)
The new Constitution (2008)
The Tourism Employee Association of the Maldives
(TEAM)
Parent company’s formalised integration
mechanisms such as HR best practice guidelines

The analysis revealed that resort managers employ various strategies in response to
institutional pressure, ranging from passive acquiescence to active resistance. These
strategies and tactics in accordance with Oliver’s (1991) strategic response framework
are summarised in Table 4.2. The analysis highlighted that despite the expressed
commitments to comply with the employment laws and regulations, some resort
managers strategically comply with the law and regulations when it was in their interest
and deliberately ignore others. Compliance efforts often are ceremonial, failing to gain
habit-like status. Managers use pacifying tactics in order to minimally relieve the
pressure on them from the government and employees to comply with the laws and
regulations. Empowered by the rights granted by the new Constitution, employees exert
pressure on managers in the form of potential turnover, employee strikes and petitions.
These pressures influence managerial decisions in responding to employment laws and
regulations.
The analysis shows that some managers interpret the laws and regulations in favour of
their business interests and deliberately exploit the provisions. Despite their determined
opportunism and resorts’ dominant position in the Maldivian economy, they do not
openly challenge the existing laws and regulations. Rather they engage in negotiation
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and bargaining with the institutional actors, such as the government, employees,
corporate headquarters and employee associations, in formal and informal ways, leading
to a high level of interaction between resort managers and institutional actors.
Therefore, HRM practices related to coercive pressures emerge in the process and/or as
a result of these interactions. Alternatively, other resort managers prefer to engage
actively in developing the institutional context rather than challenging the institutional
arrangements due to the economic significance attached to their presence in the
Maldivian tourism industry. Hence, dependence on the institutional actors is the key
explanatory factor here. Resorts engage with the institutional actors both individually
and collectively.
The analysis demonstrates that besides institutional pressures (from external
environment and internal or relational context), resort managers are faced with market
and financial pressures. Managers use strategic responses, decoupling strategy in
particular, to reconcile these multiple pressures to the business needs. Managerial
interpretation and managers pushing the boundaries of laws and regulations are aimed at
reducing cost and improving performance. Resort managers adopt either a ‘pick or mix’
approach or ‘deliberately ignore’ certain aspects of laws and regulations which they
regard could negatively affect business efficiency in order to reduce cost and increase
the profit to survive in a highly competitive industry. These strategies are characterised
by short term economic goals. However, compliance with some aspects of the
legislation and the lack of full-blown defiance strategies to challenging the institutional
arrangements imply that resort managers recognise the importance of legitimacy.
Managers are increasingly coming to terms with the fact that, although financial
performance remains critically important, it is no longer the only criterion by which
resorts are judged by external stakeholders. A major motivation for compliance to laws
and regulation is to establish and maintain reputation which enhances legitimacy in the
eyes of both external and internal stakeholders. Employee pressure makes management
comply with the law as employees are key internal stakeholders. However, for resort
managers, appearance is more important than reality.
The analysis highlights that HRM practices emerged in the process and/or as a result of
interactions between HR actors and institutional actors. These HRM practices include
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compensation and benefits, employment contracts and descriptions, disciplinary and
grievance procedures, and employee termination. Some recruitment and selection and
performance appraisal activities are also affected by the coercive institutional pressures.
As the main objective of these pressures is to protect employees’ basic employment
rights, acceding to these pressures resulted in the presence of basic HRM practices in
these resorts.
The analysis shows that there is a similar set of coercive institutional pressures faced by
both local and international hotel chains. This is because, similar to resorts that belong
to international hotel chains, local resorts also face relational pressure from their parent
company or HQ besides the pressure from the local institutional context as resorts are
subsidiaries or subunits of their parent organisations. However, formal control is more
prevalent in international hotel chains as HQs of these resorts have written procedures
mainly in the form of best practice guidelines to be implemented. Similarly, there is a
clear convergence of strategic response between the resorts in the Maldives. However,
difference is observed in the ‘collective response category’. As most of the lobbying
efforts with the government are channelled through MATI, local resort owners are more
actively involved in these collective efforts to change the ‘rules of the game’ than HR
actors of international hotel chains. Resorts serving high-end markets (e.g. Resorts A
and G) are also more comfortable with complying with employment laws and
regulations as their HRM practices are already in line with the institutional
requirements. As a result, employees working in these resorts, and those serving in the
front-line in particular, perceived that there is little impact that these institutional forces
bring on them and their organisations.
Next, Chapter 5 will present an analysis of normative isomorphic pressures and HR
responses.
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Table 4-2: Strategic responses to coercive institutional pressures
Strategies Tactics

Case examples

Resort

Habit

Nil

Imitate

Speak with other resorts that belong to the same parent company and adopt a similar position

Nil

Revise employment contracts, policies and procedures as required by law
Hire retainer lawyers

A&G

Assign the role of compliance to the legislation to the HR department
Conduct employee awareness programs on the legislation
Compliance

Compromise

Pacify
Bargain

C

Integrate the law into the resort's relevant operating procedures

A

Conceal

E

Allow government agencies to carryout periodic audits

All

Document all dealings with employees

All

Refer to the legislation in all relevant decisions and dealings

All

Negotiate with employees and justify organisational position (course of actions) in cases of non-compliance

All

Establish employee committees to negate the need to establish trade unions

All

Comply with the provisions in the legislation that are consistent with the business interests and ignore others

All

Raise the issue with the government that the compliance to the law means deviation from the company-wide best practices

G

Use changes in macro-environment (global economic or financial crisis) to seek government sympathy for non-compliance

All

Employees are made to work reduced hours on Fridays without paying them the prescribed pay by the law

B,C,D&E

Provide written contracts but include clauses which give advantages to the management

B,C,D&E

Provide job descriptions without detailed specifications of expectations and requirements

B,C,D&E

Provide an employee handbook with some policies inconsistent with the legislation and ask employees to follow it to the fullest
Avoid

F
B,C &F

Integrate employee awareness program into employee orientation programs
Consider meeting statutory compliance as a business objective

Balance

All
All

Hire HR managers proficient in employment laws
Acquiesce

A, F&G

Provide employment contracts that are sometimes not consistent with the legislation, and are written in English with technical jargon
Annual leaves and off days provided to employees are not based on their preference in terms of timing
Provide service charge and overtime in accordance with the law at the initial stage and later on continued the previous practice
Jobs are not advertise locally as required by the regulation in order to dissuade locals applying for certain categories of jobs
Recruit expatriates for professional jobs for which resorts receive work permits but give them different jobs to do
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B
C
All
C
C,D&E
All

Play with employment statistics to disguise non-conformance to the parity or work permit policy
During inspector visits, the management shows them that everything is in accordance with the law but reverts back as soon as they leave
Buffer

Entertain and pamper labour inspectors in order to influence their perception of resort's compliance
Performance appraisal, disciplinary and grievance procedures to justify managerial actions such as employee termination in the Tribunal

Escape

Dismiss
Defy

Manipulate

E
B,C,D,E&F
All
B,C,D,E&F

Nil

Nil

Consider some provisions of the laws and regulations as irrelevant to the industry due to the gap between them and practices

All

Consider that the government does not have the resources, commitment and willingness to enforce the legislation
Ignore the provisions on SC and working hours and continue offering employees fixed amount for SC and overtime allowance

All
All except
G

Challenge

Use right attitude and conduct as a selection criteria, and undertake rigorous reference and police checking process in the selection process

Attack

Nil

Nil

Co-opt

Nil

Nil

Lobby the government through MATI and propose hundreds of amendments to the employment legislation

All

Lobby the government to differ enlistment of foreign employees in the Maldives Retirement Pension Scheme

All

Lobby the government to change the government policy on local to foreign employment ratio in a resort from 50:50 to 45:55.

All

Influence

Lobby the corporate head office to develop employees through internship and apprenticeship programs to take up skilled jobs in the future

A

Attempt to influence employees and public perception on certain provisions of the law to avoid compliance with them

All

Lobby the government to put off proposals to establish unions
Control

Advertisements required to be submitted to get work permits get endorsed from island offices through personal contacts
Using informal bargaining such as bribing the concerned government officials to be safe in cases of non-compliance

Exploit the loopholes in the legislation and take advantage of them
Managerial determined
opportunism

F

F
All
E

B,C,D&E

Terminating employees during the probation period without a valid reason

All

Terminating employees without a valid reason after giving notice in lieu or after providing salary and benefits for the notice period

All

Use employment legislation to legitimise management actions
Place several breaks in between work schedule and make employees work extended hours and avoid paying overtime allowances
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B,C,D,E&F
E

5. NORMATIVE FORCES AND STRATEGIC RESPONSES

5.1.

Introduction

The previous chapter analysed the nature and strength of the sources of coercive
institutional forces, and how resort managers respond to these forces and the reasons
behind the responses. This chapter presents an analysis of the nature and strength of the
sources of normative forces, human resource (HR) responses to these forces, and the
reasons behind the responses. Normative forces refer to “the effect of professional standards
and the influence of professional communities on organisational practices” (Ashworth et al.,
2009, p.167). Section 5.2 presents an analysis of the national education and training

systems. Section 5.3 presents an analysis of resort managers’ responses to the nature
and strength of education and training system. This is followed by 5.4, which presents
an analysis of the nature and strength of managerial professional networks. Next, 5.5
presents an analysis of corporate culture as a normative integration mechanism and how
it shapes HR practices in resorts are presented. Section 5.6 then presents an analysis of
local workforce characteristics, local perception of resort employment and managerial
perception of local society along with the associated HR responses. Finally, Section 5.7
presents a summary of the findings. Throughout the presentation in this chapter,
similarities and differences in normative forces and HR responses are analysed and
summarised in tables.

5.2.

National education and training systems: far from perfection

National education and training systems coordinated by the government, industry and
educational institutions provide recognised occupational and professional qualifications
(Maurice et al., 1986; Tregaskis et al., 2001). These systems influence the development
of HRM practices at the organisational-level (Chowdhury and Mahmood, 2012). A
number of studies (e.g. Maurice, 2000; Maurice et al., 1980; Sellier, 2000) have
systematically linked the impact of country-specific education and training systems to
organisational HRM practices such as recruitment, selection, training and remuneration.
However, depending on the nature and strength of these systems their impact on HRM
practices may vary (Lam, 1996). There are several challenges in providing education
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and training relevant to resort workers in the Maldives. These problems are evident in
the design, content and delivery of the education and training programs. This section
first presents findings on the nature and strength of the education and training system.
This is followed by the presentation of HR responses in resorts in relation to the
education and training system.

5.2.1. Secondary and tertiary education and training
Secondary school graduates in the Maldives are unsuitable to take up positions in
resorts without further training. In one of the general managers’ words, these graduates
are “semi-finished products” (General Manager [GM] of an international hotel chain,
Resort A). There are two major challenges in the provision of tourism education in
secondary schools in the Maldives. First, the current travel and tourism ‘Cambridge
curriculum’ does not adequately reflect the needs of the hospitality industry. Second,
the use of foreign teachers to deliver the curriculum in schools offers no help to
compensate the limitations in the curriculum with regard to the local context (MTAC,
2012).
Education and training institutions are considered to be “important centres for the
development of organisational norms” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.153). With
regard to tertiary education and training, by the end of 2011, out of 48 registered higher
education providers in the Maldives, eight institutions offered tourism programs. They
included the National University and private colleges (MTAC, 2012), which offer
certificate, diploma and degree courses in hospitality. Most of these programs are
accredited by the Maldives Qualification Authority (MQA), and meet the international
standards. Local training institutes also conduct short term technical vocational
education and training (TVET-based) certificate programs that meet international
standards and human resource needs of resorts. The programs have a high proportion of
students undertaking industry work placement. Curriculum in these programs reflects
local industry demands. However, the education providers find it challenging to offer
these programs on a regular basis due to low enrolments and too many drop-outs. As a
GM of a local resort who is also the Dean of the Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality
Management of a private college explained:
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We have been advertising and conducting awareness campaigns for months
to attract locals to undertake University College Birmingham’s tourism
programs here. But so far we have received a very cold response. It’s hard to
get enough students even for certificate level programs that we offer free of
charge with the help of the government. So there’s no hope that these
programs can be continued. Attrition is high in these programs and some
people who completed these programs don’t want to work in resorts. (GM of
a local resort, Resort C)

However, some local tertiary training institutions have successfully been conducting
HRM and business related programs. Maldivians have also increasingly been receiving
opportunities to attend education and training programs in these fields both in the
Maldives and abroad. Locals who complete these programs have been taking up resort
employment. Among the local respondents in this research, seven managers are
graduates of overseas universities. As a result, these programs help transfer international
norms and practices to resorts in the Maldives. This is consistent with Sayilar’s (2009)
study that confirms participation of Turkish managers in undergraduate and graduate
training programs on business and HRM conducted in Western countries influences the
transfer of HRM knowledge from US and European countries to Turkey’s
organisations.

5.2.2. Government HRD interventions
Cooke (2011) argues that in developing countries such as China where skills gaps are
prevalent, there is a strong need for government intervention to meet the demand of
economic growth. As Section 1.5 in the introductory chapter highlights, skills shortage
is a prominent characteristic of the Maldivian labour market and the national economic
growth is largely driven by the tourism industry. The following comment from an HR
manager typifies the managerial view on the local education system and the skills
shortage:

The challenge is to make sure that the education system in the Maldives is
equipping people with the skills required [for] them to do the job. At the moment,
there is a skills gap. (HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)
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The Maldivian government has recently launched a number of skills training initiatives
to combat skills shortages in the tourism industry and to overcome the challenge of the
lack of industry-wide training and skills standards (there are no industry standards for
staff positions) and enhance the transferability of skills. They include skills
development and competency-based programs conducted in accordance with the TVET
framework; and implementing a policy of requiring new resorts developers to recruit
certain number of locals up to diploma- or degree-level before the resort operation
begins (Shakir, 2012). However, the impact of these initiatives has not been fully
assessed or understood.
The government not only intervenes through mechanisms such as incentives, but also
through program content, promoting HRD initiatives through normative interventions.
These interventions aim to induce and encourage diffusion of desirable HRM practices
through changing the assumptions underpinning HRM practices (Cooke, 2011; Godard,
2002; Mellahi, 2007). The government has recently established a ‘human resource
development fund’ to encourage resorts to invest in developing human resources needed
for the hospitality industry (MTAC, 2013). Until recently, the government awarded the
‘Tourism Human Resource Development Award’ annually to recognise human resource
development initiatives at a national level, and to encourage resorts to invest in human
resource development. There have been discussions among government officials about
re-launching this initiative in the near future. Among the resorts in this research, Resort
B has received this award twice.
Despite these initiatives, tourism industry statistics show that the demand for skilled
jobs significantly outnumbered the number of school leavers joining tourism related
programs (MTAC, 2012).

5.3.

Resort managers’ responses - ‘make rather than buy’

The ineffective role of national education and training systems leads to on-the-job
training in organisations. Chowdhury and Mahmood (2012) in their study of HRM
practices in European multinational corporations (MNC) subsidiaries in Bangladesh
found that the lack of recognised education and training systems in Bangladesh
provided the subsidiaries with opportunities to develop their own training programs for
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employees.

Similarly, as the education system in Maldives is unable to produce

qualified graduates to the local labour market readily available to take up jobs in resorts,
resort managers focus on ‘make rather than buy’ option:
In the Maldives obviously the demand for trained employees is very high and not a
very easy action to accommodate. We have been training all hosts in the
background in all areas. Unfortunately, there are no hospitality universities or
hospitality colleges yet in the Maldives. So a lot of this training has to be done inhouse. (GM of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

Resorts employ various strategies to improve in-house training programs and to
overcome the problems associated with the weak national education and training
systems. They include establishing and strengthening the HR department to conduct and
coordinate in-house training programs, establishing training institutes, hiring third party
training providers and HR consultancy firms, training through transfer of managers,
cross-engaging in exposure training and exchange programs, hiring expatriate managers
and professionals, and succession planning. An analysis of these HR activities is
presented below.

5.3.1. HR department and HR expertise
Organisations with an HR department are more likely to experience normative pressure
(Davis and Kalleberg, 2006). The HR department’s presence in organisations is
associated with progressive HR practices such as structured training programs (Dobbin
et al., 1993; Roberts and Hirsch, 2005; Scott, 2008). Similarly, consistent with
DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) position that normative pressure will be stronger in
organisations that employ a high number of staff with academic degrees, Scott and
Meyer (1994) suggest that that a number of HR staff with professional qualifications
and memberships is associated with professionalization. As depicted in Table 5.1, all
resorts in this study have HR departments. In most resorts, more than half of the HR
employees hold professional qualifications, and most HR professionals belong to
international professional HR associations. In order to conduct in-house training
effectively, resorts employ qualified training managers. At the time of interviews, all
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resorts except Resorts D and E had training managers. Resort D was in the process of
recruiting a training manager.
Table 5-1: Profile of resorts
Characteristics
The department in-charge of HR functions
HR department
The person in-charge of HR functions
Human Resource Director
Human Resource Manager
Assistant Human Resource Manager

Resorts
A

B

C

D

E

F

G

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√

√
√

√
√

Others
No. of staff responsible for HR functions

6

5

10

2

√
2

4

3

No. of staff from professional HR background

4

3

1

1

0*

3

3

*HR functions are centralised at Male' office

5.3.2. In-house training institutes
Resort E did not recruit a training manager because the subsidiary hosts a ‘human
resource development centre’ in one of its sister resorts in the Maldives where a
dedicated trainer is stationed to look after the training functions and coordinate the
executive and supervisory development programs for the resorts in the Maldives
managed by the company. Resort C hosts a hospitality faculty of a private college that
belongs to the parent company to conduct training for existing and potential staff as
well as those from its sister resorts. DiMaggio and Powell (1983, p.153) posit that “to
the extent that managers and key staff are drawn from the same universities and filtered
on a common set of attributes, they will tend to view problems in a similar fashion, see
the same policies, procedures and structures as normatively sanctioned and legitimated,
and approach decisions in much the same way”. As a result of the in-house training
institutes in Resorts C and E, most managers and employees who work in resorts that
belong to their respective parent organisation have undergone training in the same
faculty or centre.
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5.3.3. Third party training providers and HR consultants
Resort C from time to time hires local training providers to conduct training for
employees. Resort A, E, F and G hired training providers from third countries (such as
Australia, Singapore, UAE) to visit these resorts regularly and train their employees.
Besides hiring the training providers, resorts in this study have a high level of
engagement with HR consultants. For example, Resort A hired HR consultants to
design a development program for high performing employees. Similarly, Resort E
hired a consulting firm to review existing standard operating procedures (SOPs) and to
redefine them to align with the new vision. Resort G hired a HR consultant to develop a
service culture program for the resort. Resorts F and G outsourced conducting employee
surveys to third party consultants. As the Corporate Vice President Human Resources
(CVPHR) of Resort G pointed out:

Another example would be the employee surveys. Some of the properties that I
know are doing them internally. But we do it differently. We get an external
company to run it to keep the confidentiality, to keep the trust. (CVPHR56, Resort
G)

Consistent with Oliver’s (1997) assertion, the above quote shows that resorts seek help
from consultancy firms in order to differentiate themselves from their competitors.
These resorts are working with consultants in a long-term partnership, because once the
consultants engage with the resort they are familiar with the brand that the resort wants
to promote. International hotel chains make use of HR consultants more often and more
widely than their local counterparts. As HR consultancy firms act as a mechanism of
normative isomorphism transferring HR knowledge from one source to another (Sayilar,
2009), parent companies of resorts that belong to international hotel chains use
consulting firms to instil parents’ preferred HR practices in their respective resorts.

5.3.4. Cross-exposure training and exchange programs
Parent companies of some resorts also use cross-exposure training as a normative
integration mechanism. Resorts associate with international hotel chains benefit from
their parents’ training programs, and provide opportunities for their employees to
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undertake short-term assignments and training in hotels abroad. These resorts post
employees in one of the sister properties for a period between 6-12 months. Normally
resorts offer a limited number of such training opportunities every year for their
employees. However, in conjunction with the preopening of their overseas properties, a
large number of employees are given opportunities to work in such properties. Due to
the perceived economic benefits of these programs such as promulgating their brands
and service culture and of disseminating their preferred HRM practices, some resorts
encourage employees from all levels to take part in such programs:

We need people to move within the company, because they can help deliver the
brand. I’d love more Maldivians to go overseas, it’ll be really great. So every week
we post the vacancy list and we encourage people to have a new experience.
(CVPHR of an international hotel chain, Resort G)

However, non-managerial employees from the same resort say that training programs,
including cross-exposure training opportunities, are often given to core employees
(employees who work in core functional areas such as front office, guest relations, food
and beverage and housekeeping). Employees working in support services do not get
equal opportunities for training and development. Although some resorts (e.g. C)
provide employees the opportunity to participate in development programs to prepare
them to take up vacancies in core functional areas in the future, this is not the case in
Resort G. Managers neither encourage employees in support services to participate in
external training programs nor are they rewarding individual employee’s self-initiated
training efforts:
Last six years, I have been requesting for a training opportunity. I have met my
manager and even the GM several times. But I didn’t even get the release to attend
a training opportunity I found on my own. They knew it wasn’t going to cost them
anything. You know very well that training opportunities are available only in
Male’ but we can’t afford to stay there for long because it’s terribly expensive.
(Electric technician from an international hotel chain, Resort G)

Although this is an isolated observation in this research, previous studies conducted in
contexts such as Vietnam (Cox and Warner, 2013; Vo, 2009) and Bangladesh
(Chowdhury and Mahmood, 2012) suggest that in less coordinated national education
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and training milieus, only selected groups of employees in organisations tend to receive
training opportunities.
Managers in some resorts select employees for cross-exposure training programs based
on certain criteria. For example, Resort A selects employees for the ‘high potential host’
program based on employee performance and the potential for growth. Employees who
complete this program are required to submit a plan of activities for implementation to
the management. Employees who undergo these training programs are also encouraged
to implement what they have learned as long as the ideas contribute to improved
performance, and do not have financial implications. Such activities (the training need
analysis, selecting employees based on performance and evaluation and implementation
of training programs), according to Scott and Meyer (1994), bear the characteristics of
normative HRD practices.
While international hotel chains are in a better position to provide cross-exposure
training, both cohorts of resorts provide exchange programs in collaboration with
overseas hotels and training institutions. For instance, Resort E has been collaborating
with Emirates Academy to train resort executives and associates in Dubai. Employees
get exposure to some of the top class hotels in Dubai such as Burj Al-Arab, Atlantis and
Hyatt Regency. Similarly, Resort C instituted a chef exchange program with a Germanybased hotel and the Taylor’s College in Malaysia. These development and exchange
programs give employees the opportunity to learn internationally recognised practices
and norms, and bring them to their resorts, hence, acts as a mechanism of normative
isomorphism.

5.3.5. Sourcing and transfer of professional expatriates
Existing research (for example, Björkman and Lu, 2001; Rosenzweig and Nohria, 1994)
suggests that the presence of a high number of expatriates in a subsidiary is positively
associated with a high degree of MNC standardisation. This is because expatriate
managers tend to have worked in multiple countries and therefore they are likely to have
been exposed to global institutional processes concerning HRM practices (Coller and
Marginson, 1998). A large number of professional expatriates are employed in resorts in
143

the Maldives. For instance, 51% of management and supervisory positions, and 43% of
functional level positions in resorts are filled by expatriates (MTAC, 2012). As Figure
5.1 shows, except in Resort G, more than 30% of the workforces in all resorts are
comprised of expatriate employees.

Figure 5.1: Resort workforce composition (2010)

In order to make sure that the resort meets the headquarters’ requirements, it places
qualified management staff for the resort and coordinates their efforts to implement the
parent company’s policies. Most of them are sourced from third countries (Europe and
Australia). Almost all managerial employees in resorts are from the home country of the
parent company, and all managerial employees are appointed by the headquarters.
Headquarters develop and dictate all HRM policies.
In the context of MNCs, Jaeger (1983) suggests that with their knowledge, home
country and third country expatriates often can be carriers of HRM practices. Through
their social interactions with locals, expatriate managers can tap into the subsidiary’s
network and transfer, learn or adapt HRM practices (Cerdin, 2003). Chowdhury and
Mahmood (2012) find that European MNCs place expatriate managers in their
subsidiaries operating in Bangladesh to train locals. The same study also finds that
MNCs also deploy expatriate managers to their overseas subsidiaries to develop and
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implement their preferred HRM practices, which are aligned with those of their
headquarters and other subsidiaries. Consistent with these findings, a common method
of training in resorts that belong to international hotel chains in the Maldives is transfer
of expatriate managers from their overseas properties to resorts in the Maldives to train
local managers or employees working under their supervision. For instance, Resort A
places expatriate managers in the resort under a two-year contract to train local
managers and employees. Parent companies particularly prefer to use this method of
training at the time of launching new operations or products and services in resorts.
International hotel chains also transfer managers from their overseas properties to their
resorts in the Maldives to ensure implementation of the parent company’s preferred
HRM practices in their respective resorts. However, due to the short contract period,
this strategy as a mechanism of disseminating the parent company’s best practices
appears to be not very effective:
Most expatriates come here for a two-year term. In two years I will be gone
potentially because that’s the normal life span and [we] tend to move on every two
years. But our local managers will be still here. So our legacy is to leave the best
practices that are going to work here for next 10 or 15 years. It’s not just my
initiatives. We’re here for a short period and I’m not sure it’s enough. You know
developing those managers isn’t a simple thing. (HR director of an international
hotel chain, Resort A)

Although strongly denied by resort managers, government and TEAM officials pointed
out that some international chains also recruit expatriate managers in order to insulate
resort operations from the local institutional context, for instance, to avoid some of the
requirements of the employment legislation:
Most of the managers are expatriates and they are not thorough with the
employment law, local culture and management. So how can you expect them to
follow the law? (Senior MTAC official)

Drawing on Tolbert and Zucker (1996), Quintanilla et al. (2008) suggest that this type
of normative control is an effective way for HQs to exercise tight control over
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subsidiaries because expatiates are less likely to be influenced by local cognitive and
normative pressure concerning HRM.
Local resorts also recruit expatriate professionals particularly for skilled jobs. Local
resorts do so to compete with international hotel chains. Resort managers say that they
recruit expatriates when locals are not available for the jobs. However, government and
TEAM officials as well as local non-managerial employees claimed that managers use
skills shortage as an excuse to recruit expatriates, which they see as an obstacle to local
employees’ career progression in resorts:
It all goes with the interest of the HR manager or seniors. I know an HR manager in
one of the international hotel chains cut a ‘deal’ with an agent from his country to
recruit their people. He used to get commissions for each employee recruited from
his country. This is common in other resorts as well. Most of the time, it [job] goes
to a personal friend or somebody who has connection with the management. (Vice
President of TEAM)

The emphasis on personal network-based recruitment mentioned in the above quote
appears to be one of the drivers of expatriate recruitment in resorts.

5.3.6. Sourcing locals – balancing between professionals and fresh graduates
Resorts also recruit local professionals. They apply the same selection criteria professional training and international exposure - to recruit both local and expatriate
professionals:
For example, we have recruited line staff trained abroad. We wanted to see what
they do and what they bring to this environment. At management level, we recruit
people with professional training and international exposure. (GM of a local resort,
Resort F)

The increased emphasis on international exposure and training in the recruitment and
selection process has led to high mobility of local professionals within resorts. Scott and
Meyer (1994) suggest that professionalization occurs through professionals changing
jobs and moving to new organisations as they bring in practices from their previous
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organisation and implement them in the new organisation. Recruiting employees
working in other resorts is common. When resorts compete for qualified employees,
international hotel chains have an advantage since these resorts are able to provide
higher service charge. However, local resorts try to provide contingent rewards in order
to attract professionals. These resorts also offer comprehensive social engagement
programs and flexible working schedules (immaterial benefits) to compensate the lack
of material benefits. Several local employees mentioned availability of sports and other
socialisation programs as an important factor for them to stay in some local resorts.
Several managers shared the view that it was still difficult to find qualified and
experienced employees owing to the imperfections of the local education and training
systems. Consequently, when sourcing non-managerial local employees externally,
resorts increasingly consider ‘service attitude’ as one of the most important selection
criteria. ‘Passion for work or products or hospitality’ seems to be an attractive attribute
for resort managers:
I think if someone has got some degree of intelligence and the right attitude, we can
train him to do anything. Because they have a passion and they want to work. (GM
of a local resort, Resort F)

Also,
You know attitude is hard to train. So we pay attention to recruiting employees with
the right attitude. For example, polite, punctual, having a passion for hospitality and
so on. (GM of a local resort, Resort D)
The employment process within our resorts has become more stringent now. We do
look for experienced employees. But we also dedicate a lot of our efforts and a lot
of our money in training from the beginning. The young local employee today is
our leader of tomorrow. (GM of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

The above quotes show that the criteria for recruiting new employees are common. The
quotes also indicate that resort managers try to strike a balance between recruiting
qualified or experienced people and fresh graduates. The emphasis on training,
experience and service attitude in the recruitment and selection is a predictor of
normative isomorphic change (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
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However, Resort E has been trying to change the existing norms of recruitment and
selection in the sector based on its service philosophy. The resort management prefers
to recruit fresh graduates with no prior work experience and retrain all employees when
they enter the organisation:
We embrace a particular brand. For example, there are certain protocols in our
resort to serve tea, pick up phone and greet guests. For room service there is a
particular time. We actually face some difficulties when we take for example,
experienced people to get them accustomed our way of doing things here. (F&B
manager of an international hotel chain, Resort E)

As the above quote shows, besides the service philosophy, a driving force behind this
strategy seems to be the institutionalised view about the resort labour market that people
who have previously worked in another resort would have difficulty adjusting to a new
service culture. The management feels that retraining is important because employees’
previous education or experiences could be based on norms that contradict specific
norms of the resort. This differentiation strategy could be regarded as a resistance
(defiance) to existing explicit norms and habits (Oliver, 1991). Although Resort E
prefers to recruit employees with no previous training or experience, it also recruits
trained staff with sufficient work experience in the hotel industry for key managerial
positions in order to promulgate and maintain its brand name and improve their image in
the local labour market.

5.3.7. Succession planning – localisation initiatives
There is a new breed of educated local senior executives in resorts extensive experience
in the hospitality sector. Most of the senior and middle management level positions in
local resorts in the study are filled by locals. Among the international chains, Resorts A
and G have been replacing expatriates in management positions with young Maldivians
rising through the ranks (succession planning programs). As the GMs of these resorts
pointed out:
What we do at this company, we always have a local successor. So for example, my
number two is a Maldivian and I train him to be in my job next. The chief engineer
has a number two, a Maldivian so that when he is done he will be there. In HR we
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have HR manager who is following HR director. So here at this resort we always
have a succession plan. It’s our job to have them ready for tomorrow. (GM of an
international hotel chain, Resort A)
Succession planning in my opinion is critical to the Maldivian people. Because our
job is to work fast and be out of the job. They are the future. It’s their country. It’s
their property. We are here again to make that happens every day. (GM of an
international hotel chain, Resort G)

Several employees interviewed from these resorts say they started their job at an entry
level and climbed to the senior levels in the career ladder. This strategy is reinforced by
the resorts’ emphasis on internal recruitment and promotion, which are largely the
consequence of imperfections in the national education system. The resultant skills
shortage thus necessitates an emphasis on employee retention:

People fresh from schools join here for jobs available in the kitchen or laundry.
Once vacancies are available, they can move to other departments. Employees
move to other jobs fairly quickly. Because the management knows if not,
employees will leave the resort. They (the management) open job opportunities for
others when no one in the resort wants the job. (Sports and Recreation Officer in a
local resort, Resort C)

The above quote typifies the view of several managerial and non-managerial employees
about the resorts’ recruitment practices. External recruitment is considered only if
required talents are not available within the organisation or for positions which require
special skill sets.
The succession planning program in Resort A is aligned with one of its core purpose
(‘being local’) and core values (‘in harmony with the cultural surroundings’). This
suggests that the program is well integrated into organisational culture. Resorts also
develop locals as part of their corporate social responsibility (CSR), which shows how
HR practices are integrated with other programs or practices. Wright and McMahan
(1992) suggest that affirmative action practices in organisations which stem from a
desire to appear socially responsible to stakeholders are aimed at achieving normative
legitimacy. While succession planning, which is carried out as part of the CSR, reflects
the legitimacy motive of the program, the high level of integration is suggestive of the
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efficiency motive for adoption of the program. This implies that the reasons for which
resorts adopt practices are not mutually exclusive (Evans and Novicevic, 2010). One
reason why the succession planning programs in Resorts A could be effective is that the
practice has been adopted for both economic efficiency and legitimacy reasons.
Resort E has also recently started a local executive development program. The
management says the purpose of the program is to recognise talented Maldivians within
the resort in order to attract and retain local talents. However, there is no sign of
replacement of expatriate managers with locals. As a result, local employees say this
program is a public relations (PR) stunt designed to improve the resort’s image in the
local labour market and as a managerial tool to control local employees:
There was a strike here last year and it gave them [the resort] very bad publicity.
Now they want to show the public that they care about us [local employees]. So
they give us all kinds of opportunities but employees don’t trust them anymore.
(Senior room boy, Resort E)

The following GM’s comment corroborates local non-managerial employees’ views:
We have three Maldivian executives in this resort. I mean they are the best people
to guide us. Where things go wrong, we always can ask them. (Resident manager,
Resort E)

The above quotes show the resort’s preference to ‘appear to be good’ over ‘acting
good’.
Ceremonial adoption is also evident in other training and development activities
targeted at locals in resorts. For example, some resorts (A, B and C) offer short-term
and long-term scholarship opportunities for locals to study in Male’ or abroad, and
conduct internship and apprenticeship programs on an ad hoc basis. However, local
managers and employees say these programs are neither systematic nor sustainable. The
HR manager of Resort C attributed the lack of sustainability of the training programs to
the ‘early stage of organisational life cycle’:
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I would say it took time to get things in order before starting such things [training].
As the things in the resort weren’t stable, the priority wasn’t the training. (HR
manager of a local resort, Resort C)

Nonetheless, as the resort has been in operation for more than 13 years, one might
question this line of reasoning. The lack of sustainability of the training efforts implies
that the resort conducts training to avoid being labelled as not doing enough for
employee development, and to improve services, which is indicative of legitimacy
motive for adoption.
The analysis presented above on succession planning and other programs targeted for
local employees in resorts suggest that international hotel chains serving high end
markets (for example, Resort A)

are more actively seeking to localise the resort

workforce than the rest of the resorts in this study.

5.3.8. Market and contextual drivers of HR responses
Although resorts engaged in particular training and development and recruitment and
selection practices because of the absence of a strong national education and training
system, the analysis of data provides possible alternative explanations for the presence
of these practices in resorts. These responses are also driven by market and contextual
factors. Factors that influence the training and development and recruitment selection
practices in resorts include service quality, cultural and social distance between
employees and guests, the self-contained nature of resorts, changing dynamics of the
source market and their service philosophy.

151

Table 5.2 presents a summary of these drivers and practices and the resorts in which
they have been observed.

Table 5-2: Contextual and market drivers and HR response
Drivers

Competitive
pressure
(quality of
service)

Selfcontained
nature of
resorts

HR response
Emphasis on training and development
Establishment of an HR department with HR expertise
Allocation of a training budget
Certain number of hours of training per employee per month
Qualification and experience-based hire
Recruitment of expatriates (professional expatriates in particular)
Hiring professional consultancy firms
Service attitude as a selection criteria
In-house training

Resorts
All except D
All
A,E,F&G
A

A unique and sophisticated/complex skills set as selection criteria

All

All
All
A,E,F&G

All
All

All

Cultural
distance

Different language skills

Changing
source
markets and
their
dynamics

A unique and sophisticated/complex skills set as selection criteria

Service
philosophy

Recruit employees without prior hospitality training

Resort E

Retrain every employee entering into the resort

Resort E

Emphasis on training and development

All except D
All
All

Different language skills

5.3.9. Section summary
This section presented an analysis of the national education and training systems and
how resort managers have responded to the perceived imperfections in these systems. A
summary of these responses is presented in Table 5.3. Strategies such as recruitment of
training managers, professionals, HR consultants and expatriates, transfer of expatriate
managers, cross-exposure training and exchange programs, the emphasis on education
and training, experience and service attitude in the selection process acts as mechanisms
for normative isomorphism, resulting in professionalization.
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Table 5-3: National education and training system and HR responses
Nature and
strength

HR response

Resorts

Establishing an HR department
Training managers to conduct and coordinate training
programs
Training through third party training providers and HR
consultants

All
All except D&E

Training through transfer of expatriate managers
Establishing training institutes
Weak education
and training
system

A,C,E,F&G
A,E &G
C&E
All

Job rotation (cross-training)
Employee transfer and management development programs

A,E &G

Exchange programs

C&E

Succession planning

A,E&G

Internal recruitment
Recruitment of expatriates (professional expatriates in
particular)

All

Recruitment of people without prior hospitality training
Education, experience and service attitude as a selection
criterion

All

All

All

The analysis also identified competitive and contextual factors that influence these HR
responses, highlighting economic efficiency and legitimacy motives for HR responses.
The similarities in HRM practices presented in Table 5.2 and 5.3 show the presence of
competitive and normative isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
The next section analyses the nature and strength of professional networks in relation to
HRM in resorts.

5.4.

Professional networks: significantly informal

An inter-organisational network is defined as “any moderately stable patterns of ties or
links between organisations or between organisations and individuals, where those ties
represent some form of recognisable accountability, whether formal or informal in
character, whether weak or strong, loose or tight, bounded or unbounded” (Perri et al.,
2006, p.5). Organisations connected to each other through members who are part of the
same social networks tend to be influenced by each other’s ways of doing things
(Galaskiewicz and Burt, 1991). Thus, networks and activities among colleagues are
considered as a mechanism of normative isomorphism (Sayilar, 2009).

Resort

managers engage in both formal and informal networks. However, formal networks are
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more prevalent among the managers of resorts that belong to the same parent company
(internal network) than among those working in different resorts (external network).

5.4.1. Internal peer learning networks in large hotel chains
Formal networks (among all resorts) are weak in the resort sector because there has
been no culture of networking extended to business relations between competitive
resorts. Resorts often do not want to share information for fear of revealing business
secrets:
Unfortunately we can learn only if somebody is ready to share. People are not really
prepared to share because they think they will be giving an advantage to
competition which is justifiable because if you give away all your secrets how do
you be on the top? (An expatriate GM of a local resort, Resort F)

However, large hotel chains, particularly parent companies of international hotel chains,
seem to put conscious effort into building social networks among HR practitioners in
each foreign location through the use of a range of methods such as regular newsletters,
conference calls for HR practitioners and global HR conferences. For example, the
parent company of Resort G organises a regular formal monthly HR workshop for
managers (GMs and HR managers) in resorts that belong to the same parent company to
facilitate communication between managers from sister properties. These workshops are
often moderated by the CVPHR of the parent company:

In the beginning when I started I was running monthly HR workshops. I invited our
parent company’s HR team. And it was like, what’s really happening in HR,
anything we need to work on and then we just allocated certain groups to help work
on these things. It was more like a communication thing. (CVPHR of an
international hotel chain, Resort G)

Managers of large local hotel chains also meet to share their experience about how they
do business with their sister resorts:
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In terms of activities our company very much encourages to create as many
activities as we like and then we can discuss among our colleagues in other resorts.
And actually they encourage each resort to want to be the best in class so everyone
comes up with great ideas. So we share with them. I discuss with my counterparts
or resort managers in other properties. There is a forum for all managers to discuss
about what’s going on. (GM of a local resort, Resort F)

Yeung et al. (1996) emphasize the importance of this type of internal peer learning
networks in addressing common problems and challenges for organisations. According
to Harris et al. (2003), HRM knowledge can be disseminated within the organisation
when HRM professionals get together and talk to each other, thereby sharing ideas and
practices. Resort managers participating in this research say that the main aim of sharing
information among sister properties is to maintain uniformity and consistency in their
practices to facilitate the transfer of employees from one property to another within the
company. Managers see the internal networks as a way of internal integration to meet
the internal efficiency requirements, and as a source of competitive advantage. This is
consistent with Almond et al.’s (2003) and McGraw’s (2004) findings that subsidiaries
align their HR practices with those of other subsidiaries and HQ to facilitate an internal
labour market. However, resort managers also use these networks to get ideas of how to
handle similar issues in their resorts.
Evans et al. (2002) suggest that contact with the people in the same situation is valuable
when ascertaining the usefulness of certain practices. Organisations are embedded in
social networks so that pressures that surface in the external environment travel rapidly
through contacts among organisations that are bound together through social contacts
(McGuire et al., 2002). Thus, these networks function both as information conduits and
as channels that embody conformity pressures. The HR Director of Resort A gave an
example of how she used a network to ensure that all resorts in the Maldives that belong
to the company distribute ‘Ramadan bonus’ in the same way following the recent
change in the clause in the Employment Act:

And then it [amendment to the law] came out yesterday, that there’s been a change
to the law. And I was having a conversation to the HR director of one of our sister
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resorts about how we going to deal with it, because you’ve only got half the
information. (HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

The above quote shows that HR actors actively seek out and rely upon the options and
actions of their interfirm network ties when formulating their options (Williamson and
Cable, 2003). These findings also support the existing literature that social networks
enable a smooth flow of knowledge within the MNCs and their subsidiaries (LengnickHall and Lengnick-Hall, 2006).

5.4.2. Use of formal networks for multi-purposes
Some resorts also use formal networks facilitated through intranet and personal visiting
for multi-purposes: learning, sharing, integration and normative control:
So what happened through this intranet kind of thing is that, we have a set of
policies for the upcoming resort, it’s happening at the moment. All their policies
that are being done will be able to be viewed by other properties, so that when they
get to implement or they haven’t done that policy or if they need to update it and we
can keep it as close to the brand as we can. So there’s kind of soft checking each
other. (CVPHR of an international hotel chain, Resort G)

The parent company of Resort E has established a group portal where kiosks are made
available in each business unit to enable not only managers but also non-managerial
employees to view group news, share ideas and information, facilitating formal and
informal networks within the group.
As part of personal auditing, senior executives responsible for HR in international hotel
chains visit the resorts very frequently and observe HR practices. For example, the
CVPHR visits Resort G every month. In the case of Resort E, only an HR assistant is
based in the resort. The resort’s Male’ office, which has the regional role for overseeing
HR in the resorts that belong to the company in the Maldives, oversee HR matters of the
resort. All managers in the Male’ office are home country nationals. The Male’ office is
directly in contact with the head office concerning HR matters. The Vice President (VP)
who has been assigned to oversee the operation of resorts in the Maldives spends most
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of his time in the resort. Moreover, the HR manager based in Male’ office also visits
Resort E at least once a week. Resort managers also frequently visit Male’ and meet
managers stationed in the Male’ office. Similarly, in the case of local resorts, besides
the HR personnel in the Male’ office visiting resorts regularly, both GMs and HR
managers frequently visit Male’ and meet the concerned HR personnel in Male’ office.
As the previous research suggests (See, Chung et al., 2012; O’Donnell, 2000), these
strategies appear to be a successful normative integration and control mechanisms.

5.4.3. Informal networks – prevalent in managers in small hotel chains
Managers in resorts that do not belong to large hotel chains appear to be more open to
sharing their knowledge and experience with and obtaining information from other
resorts as small hotel chains do not have large networks of their own. Similarly, newly
posted managers seem to be more interested in sharing their experience and hearing
from others, than managers who have been on the job for a considerable period of time:

We don’t have much connection with the resorts close by. But I do have connection
with HR of Ranveli, Vilamendhoo [near-by resorts]. I have also started gradually
communicating with other resorts. They give assistance when we request for
something and we will also do so if they request us. I consider it very important and
useful to have a network like this. (HR manager of a resort who has been on the job
for over a year, Resort D)

The two resorts mentioned in the quote are local resorts that operate at the same level
and in close proximity with Resort D. This finding supports the existing literature that
organisations tend to observe the practice of other organisations with which they share
similar characteristics in terms of size (Haveman, 1993; Schoonhoven et al., 1991) and
that similar organisations tend to influence each other to adopt similar patterns and
behaviours (Coleman, 1988). The findings also lend support to Palmer et al. (1993) that
organisations in proximity use one another as reference points when deciding whether
to adopt a particular practices or not (social contagion).

157

5.4.4. HR practices widely shared among network actors
Information on compensation practices seems to be the most commonly and widely
shared HR information among network members, particularly in informal networks.
Managers (local managers in particular) in both local and international hotel chains use
networks (their contacts in other resorts) to seek information on compensation practice:

Now we can easily check how much other resorts pay for salary and service charge
each month. I know all managers and employees do so as they are always looking
for better pay and benefits. (HR manager of a local resort, Resort A)

Local managers seek compensation information through their networks for two reasons:
(1) for personal reasons – to be aware of resorts that provide better salary and service
charge so that they can seek a better paid job since money is the major motivating factor
for employees to stay in job as highlighted in Section 5.6; (2) to be in a better position to
argue with employees and senior managers or owners with regard to compensation
issues that often arise from employees.
Other HR practices shared through informal networks include training and recruitment
practices. Foreign managers both in local and international hotel chains are engaged in
informal networks with professionals in MNCs operating overseas and consultants to get
a second opinion on certain HR practices. Managers recognise the importance of
relationships among key actors in the worldwide HR function and consider second
opinion from these professionals useful because they are potentially unaffected by
internal politics. As Evans et al. (2002) suggest, these networks are important vehicles
for institutionalisation of what constitutes appropriate HRM practices. Thus, managers
try to maintain a long-lasting relationship with these contacts. As expatriate managers
often do have international work experience, they are likely to be influenced by global
institutional process concerning appropriate HRM:
It’s really important to stay in touch with them [professionals and consultants]. You
never know when they are suitable for something that’s opening up. From a
reference check point of view, it’s incredibly helpful. Also for something like, this
training programme or if you know someone who’s good at their job, and that
they’ve done some great things in their property, just to have a little bit of their
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knowledge helps as well. But it’s more the recruitment side. Keeping open to either
them, or do they know anyone who could be placed in a position. (An Indonesian
HR manager of a local resort with a broader international experience, Resort F)

The above quote shows how managers’ participation in networks could provide new
ideas for or influence the adoption and implementation of HRM practices in their
respective organisations (Scott, 2001).

5.4.5. Network relationships - between local and international hotel chains
Although previous research suggests networks with other MNCs are invaluable for
learning HRM (Smale et al., 2012; Sumelius, 2009b), managers in international hotel
chains in the Maldives do not show much interest in networking with managers in other
international hotel chains operating in the Maldives. But they are keen to keep an eye on
international hotel chains located in close proximity in order to remain competitive in
the local labour market and to retain their employees:

For me the real issue would be how many people are going here to work in
competitive resorts? For example, Anantara [an international hotel chain] is just
opening here which is on our doorstep. Fourseasons [another international hotel
chain] is quite nearby, in this atoll. We will see! (HR director of an international
hotel chain, Resort A)

Managers in international hotel chains engage in informal external networks especially
with the managers in local resorts in order to gain information about how to adapt
certain situations locally (as primary sources of knowledge and advice regarding issues
related to the local institutional context). Otherwise, they say there is no use of having
contact with managers in local resorts due to their perceived superiority:

With regard to the local side of things, because we’ve got a lot of international
experience in the company, I feel that we’re a step above, because, nothing against
the Maldives, but I think, like their labour law is quite green. I think there’s a long
way to go. So I would say in that sense we’re probably a little bit a step above some
of the local-run or even the older resorts. (CVPHR of an international hotel chain,
Resort G)
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Alternatively, international hotel chains increasingly recruit local HR managers in order
to establish their sources to interpret local institutional context. As the same respondent
pointed out:

I have two HR Directors who are locals who are in the Maldives. And it’s the best
way because, just so that they know the law, I mean, they can educate me on some
of the laws and also because I do set the vision for human resources within the
group, but sometimes I have to check if this is culturally accurate. (CVPHR of an
international hotel chain, Resort G)

By contrast, managers in local resorts use informal networks particularly with managers
in international hotel chains to get information about the best practices and how to adopt
them:

We also have a lot to learn from them [international hotel chain]. For example,
training programs in Fourseasons and Shangri-La are really good. We could learn
from them and then develop our training programs. We have recently introduced
rest and recreational leave (R&R) here. This is something we have learnt from an
international hotel chain. (HR director of a local resort, Resort B)

As the above quotes shows, and as highlighted in previous research (see, Braun and
Warner, 2002; Sumelius et al. 2008), local managers are motivated to learn from MNCs
because local resorts view some of the international hotel chains as role models
regarding HRM practices.

5.4.6. Network facilitators - managerial mobility and government programs
The contact among local resorts and international hotel chains (informal network) are
facilitated primarily by having former colleagues or friends working in these resorts:

I know that in a lot of resorts at supervisory and HoD [head of department] levels,
you would find people who got trained and had worked here before. (HR manager
of a local resort, Resort C)

160

As the above quote shows and Figure 5.2 (which depicts managers’ work experience)
corroborates, most of the managers have worked other local resorts or MNCs before
taking up the present job.

Figure 5.2: Resort managers’ work experience

The HR heads in Resorts B and C have been in their posts longer than those in other
resorts. However, Resort C has had five different HR managers in 12 years. The HR
director in Resort G at the time of the interviews had previously worked as a HR
director in Resort A. Kraatz and Moore (2002) suggest that the diffusion of practices
through social cohesion is facilitated when individuals move across boundaries and
meet each other in professional settings. Although employee mobility is facilitating the
dissemination of best practices among resorts, some resort managers say that employee
mobility is a constraint to effective functioning of networks because when individuals
leave, the network loses momentum.
Besides employee mobility, the government also promotes and facilitates managerial
professional networks. For example, MTAC has recently started organising seminars on
a regular basis for HR managers of resorts to discuss and generate solutions for human
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resource issues, and to develop strategic human resource management plans for the
industry. These seminars are aimed at disseminating progressive HRM practices. The
government also organises these seminar with the purpose of orientating HR managers
to the employment law and to promote a harmonious employment relationship in resorts
(MTAC, 2011).

5.4.7. Section summary
The analysis shows that although professional associations do not exist in the Maldives,
managers in the tourism industry actively participate in professional social networks.
Formal networks between resort managers are limited. However, there are internal peer
learning networks among managers in large hotel chains. Corporate headquarters use
these networks for multiple purposes: for learning, sharing, integration and control.
Informal networks appear to be strong. The informal networks are largely facilitated by
the mobility of employees within resorts. Resort managers use professional networks to
learn how others handle various HRM issues, and to get second opinions about HR
initiatives. In terms of HRM practices, networks are widely used to gain information
about the compensation benefits, recruitment and selection (e.g. use of referrals), and
training and development, R&R etc.

The next section presents an analysis of how corporate culture acts as a normative
control mechanism that drives HR practices in resorts.

5.5.

Corporate culture – a driver of HRM practices

Corporate culture refers to the shared beliefs, values, ethics, procedures and atmosphere
of an organisation (Pettigrew, 1979). International business (IB) literature has identified
three type of control in managing global firms: centralization, formalization, and
socialization (Janssens and Brett, 1994). Corporate culture belongs to socialisation,
which is a process in which decision making follows the norms and values of the
organisation. This process is advocated in managing global firms because norms and
values appear to be more effective in achieving good coordination between parent and
subsidiary than rules and formalised procedures (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989). Most
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resorts in the study, international hotel chains in particular, embrace a strong corporate
culture. Consequently, in most resorts, corporate culture is reflected in management
styles, communication methods, and way of working and reporting hierarchies. For
instance, in Resort A, employees at all levels emphasize the vision, core purposes and
values.
One of our core values is to look after ourselves. If we don’t look after ourselves,
how can we physically look after our guests? So, fitness, caring about ourselves,
what goes inside of our tummies, what goes inside of our bodies, is again absolutely
way up there on my priorities, so I do encourage a lot of sports. (GM of an
international hotel chain, Resort A)

As the quote shows, in resort A, the management philosophy is deeply rooted in the
norms and values of the resort. As a result, corporate culture seems to be influencing
the opinion of employees about their workplaces and practices, their commitment
towards work and their attitude towards delivery of services. Some resorts maintain
their corporate culture through employee retention. For instance, although challenging,
about 70% of the employees in Resort G have worked in the resort for more than six
years. Resort B and C promote the ‘family’ concept in order to retain employees.

5.5.1. Interactions and integration
Resort A inculcates corporate values through practices such as ‘storytelling’. The resort
reinforces the values through employee rewards and recognition programs. For
example, one such story is titled ‘moment of truth’ which aims to inculcate the value of
‘integrity’. A butler told the following story:
One of our guest couples went to a picnic island and they lost their wedding ring. It
was an expensive one; I think it was around 20,000-30,000 dollars. After the guests
left the resort, one day a gardener went there [picnic island]. He was sweeping the
area and found a diamond ring. He could go to Male’ and could have easily sold it
at a good price. But he came to the management and reported that he found this
ring from the picnic island. So the management appreciated it and it became a
corporate story. This is the kind of story I was referring to. (A butler in an
international hotel chain, Resort A)
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The management provides a ‘cash reward’ of US$50 for employees who follow lessons
from these stories. Managers share these stories with employees during daily meetings
and briefings.
If an employee does something deemed to be worthy of a story, the resort sends it to the
Hub HR (HR in the corporate headquarters) so that it can become part of the company’s
folklore, and can be published and recognised. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) assert that
stories which are full of detailed information can facilitate the exchange of practices and
detailed tacit experiences thereby helping MNC subsidiaries adopt corporate practices.
Consistent with this assertion, storytelling in Resort A helps the resort and its parent
share the same priorities and the same ‘way of doing things’, which in turn helps the
resort adopt the parent’s preferred HR practices. It also facilitates Resort A’s (local
country-level) HR initiatives to become a part of corporate global agenda without resort
managers lobbying the corporate HQ to do so.
Kogut and Zander (1996) argue that the existence of shared company-specific
communication codes may serve as a valuable asset to facilitate transfer of knowledge
among individuals and units. The corporate language gives a common identity and
develops common beliefs, values and perceptions about organisational practices
(Björkman and Lervik, 2007). Resorts use unique corporate language in order to
reinforce the corporate way. For example, staff are addressed in Resort A as ‘hosts’; in
Resort B and C as ‘family’; in Resort E as ‘associates’ and in resorts F and G as
‘teams’. Resort A also has different corporate language to refer to people in different
organisational hierarchies. For example, supervisors and managers are called
‘dynamosphere’.
Some resorts design the orientation and training programs to instil corporate
philosophy, brand and vision so that uniformity and consistency can be achieved across
all subsidiaries of the parent company. For example, Resort A regularly screens owners’
DVDs on the employee TV station. The resort encourages senior managers to read
specific library books such as ‘From Good to Great’, ‘Built to Last’, ‘The Richer Way’,
‘Hostage at the Table’ and ‘Maverick’. Managers play the video of the resort concept in
the employee induction program. Similar kinds of programs are also in place in Resort
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E. However, employees in some resorts question the value and appropriateness of these
programs. Some employees see the training programs as a way of inflating corporate
ego, and a waste of their time:
We look forward to learn something in training programs but they [managers] talk
about how their country got independence from Britain. Or something like the
father of the owner did this and that. They spread all kinds of propaganda. So,
attending them is waste of our time. (Housekeeping officer of an international hotel
chain, Resort E)

This could be because the sole focus of these programs is to equip employees and
managers with ‘the company way of doing things’, as opposed to developing their skills
for their career progression.

5.5.2. Differentiation and control
HR practices which aim to develop and improve a company-preferred service culture
seem to be well received by employees. One such program is the empowerment
program in Resort A whose primary focus is on employees working in ‘front-of-house’
(guest relations). Under this program, employees are trained, and sign a commitment
promising that they will call their line managers or GM if they cannot say ‘Can Do’ to a
guest. In order to respond to the complaints of guests or to make disgruntled customers
happy, such employees have the authority to make concessions costing up to US$2000
towards service recovery:

We can give discounts to guests without the approval of the management. Plus we
can spend for service recovery.

For example, if a guest is not happy about

something, say not happy about the dolphin cruise, then we can give another
dolphin cruise. I have the authority to use a budget of US$2000 to deal with the
guests. We call it ‘slow life line for service recovery’. So these are the kinds of
things we feel very special about this resort. (A butler from an international hotel
chain, Resort A)

However, the higher level of delegation of authority to employees as a way of
empowerment comes with some controlling and monitoring strategies. For example,
165

managers use guest feedback on services as part of the 360 degree performance
evaluation of employees. Employees are rewarded based on guest comments under the
‘guest comment bonus scheme’. This suggests that resort managers use corporate
culture to control employees.
Managers in international hotel chains serving high-end markets such as Resort A say
that empowerment programs which have a service focus are important to position the
resort differently from the rest in the eyes of both customers and present and potential
employees. Some degree of differentiation is necessary to remain competitive and
successful (Deephouse, 1999; Oliver, 1997). Managers from local resorts admitted that
empowerment programs are one of the areas where international high-end resorts are
doing much better than the local resorts:

I know people work in guest relations in international hotel chains are encouraged
to make guests happy at any cost. Be it spending money or going on excursions
with them. It’s quite different here. We have to spend on our own to keep guests
happy and to save our jobs. (Spa manager of a local resort, Resort C)

In local resorts, the traditional norms within the sector and the owners’ perception about
managing resorts (cost reduction) seem to influence their corporate culture and the
selection of HRM practices:

Local resorts always try to operate with the minimum cost. They try to keep the
benefits for employees to the minimum level. Employees are often being penalised
in resorts’ cost recovery efforts. They don’t care about the productivity, what
matters for them is reducing cost. (Secretary General of TEAM)

The following comment about Resort B’s recent workforce planning and job design
initiatives corroborate TEAM officials’ view:

We have recently got rid of job categories such as operators and receptionists and
replaced them with guest service agents who would do multi-tasking – functions of
operators, receptionists and cashiers. This was a step towards enhancing efficiency
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and effectiveness and to use our staff in the most productive manner. (HR director,
Resort B)

The above quote shows that HRM decisions are significantly influenced by measures of
financial viability, a normative force in the resorts under review.

5.5.3. Constraints and resistance
Managers in some resorts promote the rhetoric of corporate culture in an attempt to
resolve tensions among departments and between employees and management. This
rhetoric of corporate culture is a discursive device brought into play to promote a
particular set of values and reflects the assumptions of dominant voices in the resort. As
Alvesson (2004, p.320) observes: “corporate culture as an expression of power may be
seen as taking the form of systematic efforts to establish a certain world view, a
particular set of values and/or emotions among corporate employees”. Managers in
Resort A promote the concept of a culture of sharing and collaboration. As the HR
director noted, “there is always the talk of shared responsibility”. However, the rhetoric
of a strong corporate culture also becomes a restraining force against implementing new
ideas. In some resorts, there is a strong emphasis on existing practices and systems:

We look forward to the possibility of implementing new things here. But it has
always been challenging. You might know a better way of dealing with guests but
there is a kind of traditional belief or a standard that we should always do things
here in a particular way. For example, I asked them to change the way they
celebrate the New Year. But it never changed. (A butler of an international hotel
chain, Resort A)

This confirms Tolbert and Zucker’s (1983) argument that when activities are repeated
and given collective meaning, overtime, appropriateness of the activity in question is
taken for granted. Similarly, employees who participate in ‘hip hosts program’ (high
performing employee training and development program) in Resort A are required to
submit an implementation schedule upon the completion of the program. However,
these proposals (new ideas) can only be implemented or applied with the permission
from the top management. As a result, the best that the employees can hope for is to
make suggestions.
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Another constraint for international hotel chains towards implementing parent’s
preferred HRM practices through transferring expatriates and instilling a company-wide
corporate culture is the taken-for-granted view of local managers about the right way of
doing HRM:

Some operational managers [locals] queue up to recruit new employees. When
employees come into the interview and assign them yes or no or give them the job
isn’t actually the right way to go. We ask them to give us a couple of days. We will
give you four or five CVs, and then pick up the best ones not the first one that
turned up. But they see this process as slow and want to do it the way they used to
do. (HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

However, the same manager also says local managers are gradually getting along with
the corporate ideas. This shows deinstitutionalisation of existing way of doing HRM
(Oliver, 1992).

5.5.4. Section summary
Although all resorts in this study embrace a strong corporate culture, international hotel
chains are using it more widely as a normative integration mechanism to transfer their
corporate practices. At the resort level, some resort managers from international hotel
chains use it for competitive differentiation as well as to mould and control employees.
The interactions between resort managers or employees and corporate HQ through
corporate culture lead to mimetic adoption of practices, confirming conformance to
corporate requirements as suggested by institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell,
1983). However, there is gambit of resistance associated with local managers’ perceived
way of doing HRM. Despite the positives of corporate culture, it also restrains
implementation of new ideas. In the case of local resorts, their corporate culture and
HRM practices are influenced by traditional industry norms and owners’ perceptions
about the right way of managing resorts.
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Table 5.4 presents a summary of HR practices associated with corporate culture.
Table 5-4: Corporate culture and HR practices
Influences

Resorts

HR responses
Culture as a guiding philosophy behind all HR practices
Succession planning and career progression to maintain the
culture
Rewards and recognition to reinforce the corporate culture

Strong corporate
culture

Empowering employees to reinforce/maintain the culture
Induction to orientate employees to the prevailing organisational
culture
Training and development as levers for change or strengthen the
culture
Employee surveys and 360 degree feedback system to reinforce
the culture and support the organisational structure

Local managers'
values and
ideologies
Local owners'
perception on
managing resorts

A
A, E &G

All
A
A&E
A, E &G
A,E&G

Collaborative work environment to strengthen the culture

A

Their perception about the right way of doing HRM acts as an
obstacle to adopt progressive HRM practices such as objective
recruitment and selection

All

The focus on cost reduction influence the adoption of progressive
HRM practices

D

The next section presents an analysis of how societal perceptions and managerial
response to them shape HRM practices.

5.6.

Local workforce characteristics and managerial ideologies - perceptions

Tsai (2010), in the context of Taiwanese semiconductor industry, identified workforce
characteristics as a normative factor affecting HRM practices in organisations. Resort
managers have mixed views pertaining to the attitude of local employees towards work.
They expressed concern that local employees do not attend work on time:

Local employees working in my department often don’t turn up on time because
they go to bed late and as a result, they can’t get up in the morning to attend work.
(Spa manager of a local resort, Resort C)
Staff discipline is a challenge. For instance, local employees don’t turn up on time
after their off-days or leave. (HR manager of a local resort, Resort F)
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However, as the following non-managerial employee explains, employees often do not
take lateness seriously:

Several of my colleagues had to leave the resort for good just because they were not
able to return to work on time after their leave or off days. (Staff canteen supervisor
of a local resort, Resort F)

As a result of these attitude problems, some managers from Resorts E and F say that
they cannot rely on local employees. Some managers say local employees are also
ethnocentric, and demand better treatment over their foreign colleagues:

Local employees are sometimes not trustworthy, we can’t shape them as we want
and some of them are ethnocentric. They just don’t want to work under any
expatriate management. After the change of management here several Maldivians
have left this resort because they don’t want to work under expatriate managers.
(Former HR manager of an international hotel chain, Resort E)

These problems contribute to resort managers giving preference to expatriates over local
employees in the recruitment and selection process. In cases where they want to recruit
local employees, they give preference for recruiting those with the right attitude. Some
GMs say they also have to invest considerable amount of time on counselling in order to
manage local employees. They believe a disciplined workforce will provide efficient
services for the guests.
Another reason that resort managers pay attention to a ‘right attitude’ is due to the
perception that all local youths use drugs. Although the Maldives has one of the highest
rates of heroin addiction in the world – more than eight percent of the population are
affected (Ginsburg, 2012), TEAM executives say it is a mere perception and is an
excuse to avoid recruiting local youths. This view is also shared by some local
managers in some resorts:

The management certainly is more concerned with the attitude and appearance in
selecting employees rather than the qualification and experience. Several qualified
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locals applied to join this resort but the management rejected their applications,
saying that they are associated with drugs. Just because someone wears a chain on
the neck doesn’t mean he/she is a drug addict. (Restaurant manager, Resort F)

However, managers say they are only making an effort through reference checking and
police record checking in order to recruit the right people:

We do check references; we go to a great length to check references and things like
that. Unfortunately there is the issue of drugs in the Maldives at the moment so we
are very careful about checking whether this person who we are intending to recruit
has any history of that. Again we don’t want to bring any bad element on to the
island. (GM of a local resort, Resort F)

Also, as a CVPHR of an international hotel chain highlighted:

When you do reference checks, most of them probably are going to say great things
about them and that’s good. But what we do is, we do police checks. We don’t
want any serious issues like people who traffic drugs or this type of thing. So we,
our recruitment policy, every person has to produce a police check, and be vetted in
that sense, because we don’t want any mega serious issues coming through. The
strike thing, you know [avoid employee strikes]. (CVPHR of an international hotel
chain, Resort G)

The primary motivating factor for local employees seems to be monetary benefits such
as service charge and tipping. A GM of a local resort (Resort D) commented, “Locals
want money not the knowledge”. Locals are thought to prefer certain job categories (e.g.
guest relations jobs – waiters and room boys) solely because these jobs are associated
with high tipping:

Locals prefer to work as waiters and receptionists. They normally start their jobs in
kitchen and laundry and wait until a vacancy is available in a guest relations area
because what they look for is money. (HR manager of a local resort, Resort F)

Consequently, local employees fill approximately 90% of guest relations jobs
(waiter/waitress and room boys in particular) in resorts in the study. Some employees
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with a long hospitality career say that most local employees lack clear career goals. This
appears to be one of the reasons why turnover is high among local workers in resorts:

Our young colleagues have a tendency to move from one resort to another because
they are not serious about their career. (Staff attendant of a local resort, Resort F)

From managerial view point, employees who are not career-oriented do not take
training and development opportunities seriously. As a result, for them, training is a
nice way of passing the time:

Employees don’t show interest in taking part in various training opportunities out
there. We encourage them to do so. But their perception is that the programs are not
useful or effective. Even if they attended, they didn’t share the jovial moments upon
completion of such programs. (HR manager from a local resort, Resort C)

However, several managerial employees also acknowledged that the local employee
attitude towards work is changing:

Earlier on this year, there was this youth challenge in Male’ where young people
come in speak to us. It’s a forum where young people could come and speak about
the industry and ask questions. It’s interesting that there is a complete paradigm
shift where in the past, it’s all about money. But now it’s about money but it’s also
about quality of life. What they do in their off duty hours (GM of a local resort,
Resort F)

Also,
I was saying the other day to someone, five years ago no one was going to ask you
about the training opportunities, career development, whereas now it’s almost the
first question people ask, what training will I get?, what opportunities can I have?
(HR director of an international hotel chain, Resort A)

Besides dealing with the local employees’ attitudes towards work, resort managers also
have to formulate strategies to address local perception towards resort employment.
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5.6.1. Local perception towards resort employment: social stigma
Traditionally, local people perceived that resorts were not suitable for them to work:

The general view before was that only school drop-outs work in resorts and they
are second class citizen. Even resort workers saw themselves that way. But a few
people working in international hotel chains used to take the pride of working in a
resort. (Secretary General of TEAM)

The negative perception seems to have been driven primarily by religious and cultural
factors. The services provided by resorts are not compatible with values and religious
beliefs of Maldivians:

Resorts are perceived by many Maldivians as evil environments because they offer
alcohol and pork, and due to the presence of ‘scantily clad’ people which is not
compatible with Islam. (Senior MTAC official)

In the case of local women, besides religious factors, the presence of a high percentage
of male employees, on-site living arrangements in resorts, and the fear for their safety
are reasons that parents dissuade women from resort employment. As a local female
non-managerial employee of a local resort commented:

In my case, my mom wasn’t very willing to send me here because she thought we
might get exposed to all kinds of bad things here. But as there was a friend of our
family here, she let me work here. After some time she came to terms with it.
(Marketing officer, Resort B)

Due to this perception, very few local women work in resorts. For example, in Resort B,
out of 560 employees, there are only 30 female employees. In general, only three
percent of the resort’s workforce are local women (MTAC, 2012).
In a study that focused on identifying factors influencing the local employment in
tourist resorts in the Maldives, Shakeela et al. (2011) found that employment terms and
conditions such as substandard staff facilities and unattractive benefits in some resorts
and social isolation from mainstream society negatively affect the attraction and
retention of employees in resorts. However, a large number of non-managerial
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employees who participated in this study say working conditions in resorts have
improved significantly.

5.6.2. Managerial responses to social stigma
Resorts seem to be putting efforts into recruiting local employees from nearby islands in
order to address attraction and retention challenges posed by the traditionally held local
perceptions:

When we recruited for our new resort, we were extremely strategic. We went to the
two neighbouring islands, met with the elders and we had careers day, recruitment
day. (CVPHR of an international hotel chain, Resort G)

Resorts not only participate in recruitment and career fairs and forums organised by
various parties, and conduct targeted recruitment campaigns, but also provide
hospitality exposure to potential employees in order to promote resorts and to overcome
the traditionally held perceptions about resort employment. With the resorts’ efforts in
attracting local employees and improved employment terms and conditions, “resorts are
gradually becoming the preferred choice for young people” (An industry expert,
INE55).
Female local employees say that their experiences in resorts are in stark contrast to the
generally held societal perception about the work environment in resorts:

Of course, this is a male dominant work environment. We work together and we
mingle with men. We have food together. We live in the same building. In the
workplace all colleagues are very good and they are very helpful. We haven’t
experienced anything like bullying or harassment. (Local female employee,
Marketing officer, Resort B)

Some resorts such as C also provide separate accommodation and arrange food at the
restaurant for female employees, and offer private accommodation for married couples
even if they are not entitled to it. Resort B allows women to wear head scarf while on
duty. Despite these efforts, female employees acknowledged that the widely held
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religious and cultural expectations that the women have to look after their family after
marriage remains to be a major discouragement for women working in resorts:

I started working in resorts because I did my degree in hospitality and I love to
work in resorts. but then my husband is in Male’, and the resort I worked before
wasn’t that close to Male’. I could go to Male’ once a month. So our relationship
started to fall apart. Then I moved to this resort so that I could go to Male’ more
often. But it didn’t make much difference. So I am planning to give up this job. (A
female supervisory staff, Resort G)

Although local resorts are sympathetic towards societal requirements due to local
owners’ and managers’ cognitive alliance with social norms, international hotel chains
are not. For example, international hotel chains do not encourage married couples to
work in resorts. A local female employee working in a local resort told a story about
how a married couple had to leave an international hotel chain when the wife was given
an international assignment but the resort did not allow her husband to accompany her.
The following comment from a CVPHR of an international hotel chain corroborates this
claim:

It happens but people...married couples come and work at the island together or
partners, which we have to be very cautious about, being in a Muslim country. We
can’t support those types of things. So we implemented a policy about, you know,
if you are in a relationship you must acknowledge that and tell the HR Director.
And then we consider whether we have to separate them [place them in different
properties] or they have to leave the island or whatever. (CVPHR56, Resort G)

Some international hotel chains also refuse to recruit employees wearing head scarf.
This is an outcome when the local expectations are not on line with their corporate
requirements or business needs. International hotel chains resisting adaptation to certain
local conditions falls under the defiance category in Oliver’s (1991) framework.

5.6.3. Section summary
This section presented an analysis of how local workforce characteristics, societal
perceptions of resort employment and managerial perceptions of local society and
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employees influence HRM practices in resorts. These institutional processes and HR
responses are summarised in Table 5.5.

Table 5-5: Local workforce characteristics and managerial responses
Influences
Local workforce
characteristics and
their attitude
towards work
Locals perception
towards working in
resorts
Managerial
perception on local
employees and
society

Resorts

HR responses
Coaching and counselling
Emphasis on managerial and interpersonal skills
Responding swiftly to employee demands
Targeted recruitment campaigns, participation in
recruitment fairs
Special work arrangements for women employees
Improvements in employment terms and conditions
Emphasis on the right attitude in the recruitment and
selection process
Emphasis on proper interviews, reference check and police
checks

All
All
All
All
B&C
All
All
All

The next section presents a summary of the chapter.

5.7.

Summary

Table 5.6 below summarises the sources of normative forces and mechanisms identified
in this chapter.

Table 5-6: Sources of normative isomorphic forces and mechanisms
Types of forces

Main sources

Normative forces and mechanisms

Education and training system
Professionals (local and expatriates) and consultancy firms
Professional social networks
Corporate culture
Local workforce characteristics
Societal perceptions towards work in resorts

The analysis revealed that the national education and training system is weak and not
aligned with the needs of the hospitality industry, although the systems are growing. As
a result, resorts adopt certain HRM practices as summarised in Table 5.3. The adoption
of these practices is also influenced by market and contextual factors as summarised in
Table 5.2. The HR responses, particularly the training and development and recruitment
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and selection practices (hiring of training managers, third HR and management
consultants, professionals, and expatriate managers, on-the-job training and employee
transfer), act as mechanisms for normative isomorphism, leading to professionalization.
The similarities in training and development as well as recruitment and selection show
presence of both competitive and normative isomorphism.
The analysis shows that professional associations in the form discussed in the
institutional literature do not exist in the Maldives. Although formal networks are weak
among resorts, informal networks are gaining strength which is largely facilitated by the
mobility of managers. While international hotels use formal managerial networks as a
normative integration mechanism to disseminate their preferred HRM practices, local
managers use informal networks to gain information about various HRM practices.
Most resorts embrace a strong corporate culture. However, some international hotel
chains serving high-end markets use it more widely and effectively as an integration
mechanism as well as to differentiate themselves from the rest of the resorts in this
study and control their employees. However, in some resorts, the strong corporate
culture that emphasizes existing arrangements prevents them from implementing new
ideas. Besides the corporate culture, local managers’ institutionalised views about
appropriate HRM practices and industry culture also limit resorts’ ability to adopt
certain HRM practices.
The analysis also showed that local workforce characteristics and worker perceptions
towards resort work influence HRM practices. Similarly, managerial perceptions of
local society as well as how they respond to these societal perceptions and expectations
also influence resorts’ HRM practices as presented in Table 5.5.

Next, Chapter 6 will present an analysis of mimetic pressures and HR responses.
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6. MIMETIC FORCES AND STRATEGIC RESPONSES

6.1.

Introduction

The previous chapter analysed the nature and strength of the sources and mechanisms of
normative institutional forces, and how resort managers respond to these forces and the
reasons behind the responses. This chapter presents an analysis of the nature and
strength of the sources of mimetic isomorphism, strategic responses to these forces, and
the reasons behind the responses. “Mimetic forces are pressures to copy or emulate
other organisations’ activities, systems, or structures” (Ashworth et al., 2009, p.167).
Section 6.2 presents an analysis of market competition due to the entry of foreign and
local new entrants to the tourism industry. Section 6.3 presents an analysis of how
product and labour market competition and industry vulnerability drive uncertainty.
Section 6.4 which presents an analysis of how, when and whom resort managers imitate
in response to uncertainty. This is followed by Section 6.5, which presents an analysis
of formal and informal avenues through which mimetic behaviour occurs. Finally,
Section 6.6 presents a summary of the findings presented in this chapter.

6.2.

Foreign entrants and new players - competition

Under the Maldivian government’s tourism expansion policy – a ‘push strategy’- which
aims to establish resorts across the country, an additional 76 islands have been leased
for development (MTAC, 2012). The resort boom has enticed foreign players to enter
the market. Consequently, by the end of 2011, less than half the resorts were managed
by Maldivians – the rest operated through joint ventures or foreign ownership (MTAC,
2012). Existing international hotel chains have also been increasing their presence by
opening new resorts. For example, at the time of the interviews, parent companies to
which Resort A and G belong were developing new resorts in the Maldives. Due to
these factors, there is intense competition resulting in market saturation:
I think all the resorts fight for their market share which would indicate that there
are plenty of beds for heads. I think when one resort can turn around and say that
they are completely 100% full, that’s time for serious expansion. But more and
more hotels remain 50% occupied annually which indicates there are more hotels
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than the tourism itself demands. (General Manager [GM] of an international hotel
chains, Resort A)

However, some resort managers see increased competition in a positive way. As the
following comments suggested:
Certainly the entry of more international high-end resorts has increased
competition in the market but differentiation is always possible through the quality
of services we provide to our guests. (GM of an international hotel chain, Resort E)
As I see it, competition isn’t high. With more resorts, guests have more choices
now. You just need to give them a different choice. We are in a global market.
There are some guests who like chain hotels and then there are others who like to
go more private places where they feel like home. (GM of a local resort, Resort D)

Hannan and Freeman (1977) argue that organisations become isomorphic with one
another because of rational responses to similar environmental conditions. However, as
the above quotes show, managers in resorts in the Maldives see competition as an
opportunity for market and product differentiation. Resort managers use different
strategies to cope with competition.

6.2.1. Leasing out to international management contract and rebranding
Local managers believe that international hotel chains are better positioned to take
advantage of the increased competition:
The international hotel chains have properties abroad and they have been in the
competitive business at least for some time. So, they are entering this market with
their global experience, having strong foundations, well established set-ups and
systems, and they are more organised. (Owner representative of a local resort,
Resort B)

As a result, local owners increasingly recognise the value of international brands whose
reputation seems to be not only helpful for them to secure finance but also their
expertise is valuable to survive in the competitive market. As an industry expert noted:
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What the Maldivian resort owners do is once they win the resort bid they find an
international partner to develop it under a particular brand and lease out the resort.
The same pattern applies to existing local resorts. Most of them are trying to find a
good international chain to manage it for them. (An industry expert, INE55)

Management contracts between private property owners and management companies
have thus become a norm in the resort sector. Local resorts that prefer to remain under
the local ownership and management have also been upgrading their facilities and
rebranding their resorts. For example, Resort D has recently undergone rebranding and
become a ‘premium all-inclusive 5-star-resort’. Resort F is also in the process of
rebranding. Once this process is completed, the resort will be operated under an
international hotel brand name. This shows that resorts in the tourism industry in the
Maldives have been moving in one direction as institutional theory predicts (DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983).

6.2.2. Labour market competition – competing for skilled employees
The new players in the industry have not only increased product market competition,
but also increased labour market competition in a tight local labour market. As the
following comment indicated:
I think the real competition is on where we compete in attracting and retaining the
right employees. (Owner representative of a local resort, Resort B)

The increased competition provides choices for employees. As a result, they move from
one resort to another for better opportunities. The increased employee mobility
increases demand for qualified and experienced employees. Consequently, both local
and international hotel chains employ various strategies to attract and retain employees.
A summary of these strategies is presented in Tables 6.1 and 6.2.
Table 6.1 presents resorts’ attraction and retention strategies discussed in relation to
institutional forces in findings Chapters 4, 5 and 6.
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Table 6-1: Attraction and retention strategies presented in the findings
Attraction and retention strategies

Resorts

Providing extensive training opportunities
Providing career development opportunities
Succession Planning
Internal recruitment and promotion
Employee empowerment
Employee involvement and engagement
Employee survey
Competitive compensation surveys
Contingent salary, benefits and rewards for key employees
Service charge amount is included in the room rent
360 degree reference checking and interview process
Recruiting employees from near-by islands
Rest and recreation leave (R&R)
Various reward and recognition strategies
Induction programs for employees

All except D
All
A,E&G
All
A,E&G
All
A,E&G
A,E&G
All
All
A
All
A,E&G
All
All

Page
No.
135-172
172
139,148
149
165-166
120
141
186
104, 125
184
123-124
126,174
160-162
163-165
164

Table 6.2 below summarises some of the attraction and retention strategies that
emerged in the analysis. They were not presented in the analysis earlier as they are
not directly related to a particular institutional force.

Table 6-2: Attraction and retention strategies not presented in the findings
Attraction and retention strategies
Formal exit interviews
Informal exist interviews
Flexibility to move around the island
Social engagement activities
Strategic recruitment - the resort on the selling side
Cultural fit and long service record at one resort as a selection criteria
Accumulation of off-days and lengthy leaves
Recruiting school leavers with lower grades
Mentoring program

6.3.

Resorts
A&G
B,C,D,E&F
B&C
All
A
All
All
C
A

Uncertainty – dynamic nature of the industry and source markets

There is a sense of uncertainty among the existing resorts due to the entry of new
players to the industry and increased employee mobility within the industry. Although
new entrants are expected to face challenges arising from ‘liability of foreignness’ due
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to the unfamiliarity with the local context (Zaheer, 2002) and ‘liability of newness’ due
to their age and competition from existing firms (Mudambi and Zahra, 2007), they are
perceived by managers in local resorts to be better positioned to perform in the dynamic
Maldivian tourism industry. As the following comments indicated:
Obviously now in the Maldives there are so many resorts opening up and new
resorts are able to adjust their budget according to what the market dictates at that
time and offer a lot more money. But we, being an old resort, have to graduate to
that level. (GM of a local resort, Resort F)
When international high-end resorts enter into the market, they often come with
new concepts, facilities and services, and innovative HR practices. But we have
been in the industry for quite some time and find it difficult to adapt to changes that
might give us a competitive advantage. (HR director of a local resort, Resort B)

The Maldivian tourism industry remains vulnerable to business cycle fluctuations in the
source markets (MTAC, 2012). The industry has been affected by global economic
crises and local political instability. Owing to the financial crisis of 2008, and the
ongoing economic problems in the Euro zone (the traditional source market), tourist
arrivals, the duration of stay and their spending patterns have been affected (MTAC,
2012). Although the decline in the number of tourist arrivals from the traditional source
markets are being compensated by the new emerging markets such as the Chinese
market, the ongoing change and the long-term effect remains uncertain. The Chinese
market is less dependable and is showing a distinct pattern in terms of the duration of
tourist stay and their spending (they stay shorter and spend less):
We target the premium market. But that market is becoming weaker because of
the global uncertainty. We get equal number of guests. The resort is full because
we have both Europeans and Chinese. But they stay few nights and spend less,
and our employees don’t get much from them. So I don’t know what will happen
to us if this trend lasts long. (GM of a local resort, Resort C)

Some local resorts (B and C) have also been subject to a ‘tourism boycott campaign’
organised by pro-democracy activists due to their owners’ alleged role in bringing down
the first democratically elected government in February 2012 (Merrett, 2012).
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Several managerial employees admitted that the high level of vulnerability and
uncertainty due to the factors presented above result in a squeeze on their profits, which
in turn have human resource implications. The following comments exemplify this:
During the economic crisis, we offered ‘no pay leave’ for some of our staff. We
also had to go for a pay cut. 2-3% of our employees left voluntarily as a result of
it. (Spa manager of a local resort, Resort C)

Also,
The industry has become very unstable and our jobs are becoming less secure.
There’s no guarantee that this would last till tomorrow. (Food and beverage and
operations manager of a local, Resort G)

However, as presented in Section 6.2.2, due to the high level of uncertainty caused by
labour market competition, managers adopt HRM practices that are perceived to be
attractive for employees, something that could be interpreted from the following
comment:
I wouldn’t say that our resort has improved things for us on their own right. If
that’s the case, it probably has happened gradually overtime. I think they did it due
to the uncertain environment which they are part of. This is a very competitive
market and resorts need qualified employees to provide quality services. If the
resort wants to keep us, we have to be paid handsomely. I think things have been
improving through this challenge. More than the pressure from the government,
they improve things for their benefit. Every employer would want to improve their
business or salvage it at least. They have to do it whether they want it or not. (Staff
canteen supervisor of a local resort, Resort F)

Consistent with Haveman (1993), these practices are often imitated from organisations
which managers perceived as successful.

6.4.

Strategic response to mimetic pressure: imitation

Imitation is a standard response to uncertainty (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983;
Galaskiewicz and Wasserman, 1989). Williamson and Cable (2003) in their study of
hiring patterns of Fortune 500 firms propose three common types of mimetic
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isomorphism. First, outcome-based imitation focuses on mimicking practices that have
had good outcomes for other organisations in the past.

Second, frequency-based

imitation focuses on mimicking practices that have been adopted by the largest number
of organisations. Third, trait-based imitation focuses on mimicking practices of other
firms that resemble them in some respect such as size. Resort managers’ responses to
mimetic pressures reflect these three types of imitations.

6.4.1. Outcome-based imitation – benchmarking
Organisations benchmark against each other to improve both efficiency and
effectiveness (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Benchmarking involves imitation and
therefore contributes to mimetic isomorphism (Farndale and Paauwe, 2007). Rupidara
and McGraw (2011) argue that there is a strong tendency for local HR managers to
mimic other firms in the local environment which are seen as exemplars. In the
Maldives, most of the international high-end brands are perceived to be doing better than
local resorts in attracting and retaining employees through various HRM practices.
Given that the actions of these chains have a powerful influence on the norms of
behaviour that develop within the industry, the HRM practices of these chains create the
expectation that they are better than others. As a result, local resorts benchmark against
international high-end resorts and imitate their HRM practices.
For example, although a service charge is now considered as a customary practice in the
industry, it was initially adopted by international hotel chains. These chains have also
recently started to include 10% service charge to their room rent when pricing their
rooms so that these resorts could pay a better service charge for their staff. At the time of
the interviews, some local resorts were also revising their pricing strategies to add 10%
service charge to the room rent:
We might not be able to compete with them [international high-end resorts] in
terms of service charge even if we follow their strategy of adding up service charge
to the room rent because they sell the guest rooms at a far higher price than us. But
following them is the best shot we could give. (Spa manager of a local resort,
Resort C)
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Similarly, Resort B initiated workforce planning and job design programs with the aim
of enhancing efficiency despite the resistance from employees, because they found
international hotel chains in the Maldives were structuring the job categories that way.
Besides employee motivation, coaching and training programs, Resort C imitated its
grooming standards and the communication procedures from an international high-end
resort. Similarly, Resort F imitated training activities from international high-end
resorts. As the following comment from a non-managerial employee indicated:
Most of the training stuff we do here is done by well-known international brands
here in the Maldives. Good that these brands are coming to the Maldives. Because
of them, our resorts started to realise the value of training. (Sales and reservation
executive of a local resort, Resort F)

Although benchmarking exercises are generally aimed at achieving efficiency and
effectiveness reflecting competitive isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983),
imitating HRM practices to attract and retain employees by meeting their normative
expectations suggests the legitimacy motive of imitation (Collings and Dick, 2011).

6.4.2. Trait-based imitation – based on proximity and service levels
McGuire et al. (2002) suggest that organisations imitate other organisations based on
social proximity in terms of size, similarity and propinquity and scan their environment
on the basis of their reference groups. Although in most of the cases it is the local
resorts that imitate from or benchmark against international high-end resorts, the latter
group of resorts, also imitate local resorts especially those located in physical proximity
in order to align their practices to the local environment. As the following comment
suggested:
Few months ago, the HR director of FourSeasons resort [the international high-end
resort which shares the same lagoon with Resort B] enquired about our staff
provident fund. He told me, the resort is redesigning their staff benefit package.
They have recently started implementing the same provident fund concept as ours.
(HR director of a local resort, Resort B)

Also, as a line manager of a local resort noted:
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International high-end resorts give enough money for their employees but don’t
consider flexibility and comfort of employees. They are not as fluid as local resorts.
But, it’s changing slowly. They are learning from us. Some of our neighbouring
resorts often ask us to share information about the kind of facilities and services we
provide to our staff. (Restaurant manager of a local resort, Resort D)

It is also common for both local and international hotel chains to imitate HRM practices
from resorts that provide the same level of services or target the same level of market:
Of course the HR usually do salary survey, check on other islands, how much
different 5-star resorts are paying. It has always been our practice to refer to the
standards of other resorts operating at the same level. (GM of a local resort, Resort
D)

Thus, the three common reference groups that influence resorts’ mimetic behaviour are:
(1) resorts with international high-end brands; (2) those provide the same level of
services; and (3) those in physical proximity.

6.4.3. Frequency-based imitation – fashion and fads
Organisations adopt certain practices due to institutional pressures, not knowing the real
value of these practices (Scott, 1987). Consistent with this argument, some local resorts
adopt certain HRM practices such as managerial morning briefings, just because
international hotel chains exercise them, without a clear understanding of the importance
of such practices or without the knowledge of the effective ways of conducting them:
I have seen how morning briefings are conducted in some local resorts. You
conduct them just because all others do it. You don’t have the complete know-how
of it. So, if you don’t do them properly, you can’t get the best result out of it. (An
industry expert, INE54)
A training manager in every resort is more like a fashion. Just because international
high-end resorts employ one, others also follow. We are also in the process of
recruiting one. (Assistant HR manager of a local resort, Resort D)
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As the above quotes suggest some local resorts adopt certain HRM practices that are
currently in fashion due to legitimacy reasons as opposed to pursuing effectiveness and
efficiency (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
Practices imitated without fully understanding how to use them create problems. For
example, some local resorts managers emphasize their employees to be more talkative
and inquisitive of guests as commonly observed in international high-end brands. When
employees try to follow managerial instructions without necessary training, it
sometimes does not go down well with guests. As the following guest comment posted
on the TripAdvisor about his/her experience in Resort B illustrated:
[...] and the fake smile and every single employee saying good evening when
passing by gets irritating. It’s like they are robots. (A guest comment on
TripAdvisor)

Grewal and Dharwadkar (2002) find that organisations that imitate organisational
structure and practices for fashion, knowing that they are not the best solution, often
disengage from them so that they would not affect the normal operation to a greater
extent. In other words, although organisations adopt these practices for fashion, they do
not internalise these practices (Kostova and Roth, 2002). Consistent with these
assertions, HRM practices adopted for fashion fade away quickly in resorts:
The management tries to do things that international hotel chains do but they fade
away very quickly. An example is our staff club. When it started, it was a strong
voice but it has been some time now I haven’t heard of them. (Assistant laundry
manager of a local resort, Resort C)

The organisational behaviour described in the above quote according to institutional
theorists is decoupling or ceremonial adoption (Bromley et al., 2012). Although
decoupling of practices is more common in local resorts than international hotel chains,
it is also evident in some of the latter resorts:
I know the resort is trying to do things for us by implementing popular practices
from other resorts but such things don’t last long. I can give you an example, the
resort established us a ‘holhuashi’ where we used to gather and have fun but it has
been converted to an accommodation block for the construction contractor.
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Likewise, the place we used to play soccer and volleyball is now converted to a
place to hold guest wedding ceremonies and wine tasting area. So our facilities and
needs are always compromised. (Electrician in an international hotel chain, Resort
G)

Collings and Dick (2011) argue that adoption of popular HRM practices can be
motivated by the desire to attenuate pressures from stakeholders for legitimacy by
improving an organisation’s reputation. Therefore, one explanation for the managerial
decoupling behaviour as described in the above quote is that managers adopt such
practices as a reactionary measure to please employees in a particular situation.
However, in time they abandon the practices that are not consistent with their business
needs.

6.5.

Avenues through which mimetic behaviour occurs – diffusion mechanisms

Imitation seems to be taking place through various formal and informal avenues in
resorts. These mechanisms include employee mobility, chain-based management
structure and industry organisations.

6.5.1. Employee mobility and professional networks
The analysis presented in Chapter 5 shows how professional networks act as a diffusion
mechanism of HRM practices in the resort sector. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) suggest
that diffusion of practices occurs in the organisational field intentionally or indirectly
through employee mobility. Resorts recruit people with professional experience and
who were trained in other resorts in order to use them to develop HR systems similar to
those they have used in the past:
I have seen people who worked in international high-end resorts being completely
transformed. May be because of the training they have received and the exposure
they had during their terms there. They try to implement things they have learnt
from those resorts. (Assistant maintenance manager of a local resort, Resort D)
Some employees who work in my department also left to work for international
high-end resorts because of the high pay in those resorts. But most of them have
returned back. Maybe because of the unique experience they had with our spa and
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the training prospects here. But it’s not only those working in the spa, almost all
people from other departments who left the resorts after the pay cut in economic
crisis in 2008 have also returned. (Spa manager of a local resort, Resort C)

As the above quote shows, local resorts particularly benefit from employees who leave
the resorts to work for international hotel chains. When they return to the resort after
some time they bring back their new understanding of HRM practices.

Imitation of practices has also been facilitated by the close contacts that managers and
employees have with their colleagues working in other resorts, something which can be
interpreted from the following comment:
We have friends and relatives working in other resorts and we communicate with
them every day. We know what’s going on in other resorts. This makes it easy for
us to find jobs elsewhere. When we are asked by our friends in other resorts about
our opinion when they have problems with the resort managements, we give our
opinion. We also do ask them sometimes. (Boat captain of a local resort, Resort B)
Almost the same management team is moving from one resort to another. So what
do you expect? Not only HR practices but a lot of other things are also similar in
resorts. You can see the similarity from physical things to the way people
communicate with each other. (HR manager of a local resort, Resort C)

As a result of imitation through employee mobility and professional networks, HRM
practices in resorts are becoming increasingly similar.

6.5.2. Chain-based management structures
Another mechanism through which mimetic behaviour occurs is through the chainbased management structures under which resorts operate in the Maldivian tourism
industry. Most resorts in the tourism industry in the Maldives either belong to an
international hotel chain or a local hotel group (MTAC, 2012). As presented in Figure
6.1, this fact holds true with the resorts in this study. Although Resort B at the time of
interviews remained as a single property, the parent company of the resort in the past
had been involved in managing several resorts. Some of the large holding companies
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(local and international) diversified to the hotel business and found separate structures
to manage them. In the sample, Resort C, E and F belong to management structures
formed when the parent companies diversified their businesses and entered the
hospitality industry.

Figure 6.1: The relationship between case study resorts and hotel chains

Resorts that operate under chain-based structures are also perceived to be doing better in
terms of managing people. As an HR manager of a local resort that operated as a single
property until 2012 noted:
HR is stronger and more professional in international high-end resorts and in big
hotel chains because they have several resorts operating under the same umbrella. I
worked in such a set up before so I can compare that experience with my present
work. The corporate head office in such set-ups monitors and provides professional
and technical expertise in time of crisis and difficult situation. They hold managers
of individual properties account for their actions. But we don’t have such a system
here. (Assistant HR manager of a local resort, Resort D)

Resorts that belong to hotel chains adopt standard HRM practices that are common
across the resorts in the hotel chain in order to maintain consistency and uniformity.
International hotel chains seem to have in place strictly defined standards and
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procedures. For example, Resort A has to follow best practice guidelines issued by the
corporate head office.
Local resorts also seem to be developing or adopting international standards. For
example, at the time of interviews, Resort C was drafting standard operating procedures
(SOPs). As the GM explained:

International hotel chains have everything written in detail and agreed upon the
management and employees but in our local resorts everything is done verbally.
That’s something we are trying hard to change The challenge and beauty of
working in a local resort like this is that such SOPs need to be worked out most of
the cases from the scratch. We have to create them and convince the owners that
they [standards] are worth implementing. (GM of a local resort, Resort C)

Terlaak (2007) suggests that standards are easily diffused in an organisational field
because they are codified. Hoque (2003) suggests that diffusion of standards tends to be
high in the hospitality industry. Therefore, although some resort managers emphasize
standards as a differentiation strategy, this strategy is likely to lead to similarity in
structure and practices including HRM in the industry as institutional theory suggests
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).

6.5.3. Industry associations
Industry associations disseminate organisational practices and help organisations imitate
each other (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). However, the employer association – the
Maldives Association for Tourism Industry (MATI) – representing resort owners, which
acts as an industry association, is not involved in providing management support or HR,
legal and financial consultancies to resort managers. Thus, the resort managers see
them as mere marketing instruments rather than having a real effect on the development
and dissemination of industry HR practices. As a GM of a local resort pointed out:
I don’t know what MATI is doing. It has never been a learning source for us. They
are involved in marketing and lobbying efforts but I wonder whether that’s all they
can do for us. (GM of a local resort, Resort C)
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However, as presented in Chapter 4, MATI has been engaging with some of the
development efforts in the industry and has been acting as a strong mechanism of
channelling industry opinions and voice to the government (Naish, 2011).

6.6.

Summary

Table 6.3 below summarises the sources and mechanisms of mimetic forces identified
in this chapter.

Table 6-3: Sources of mimetic forces and mechanisms in the resort sector
Types of isomorphism
Mimetic isomorphism

Main sources and mechanisms
Foreign entrants and new players - intense competition
Industry vulnerability and uncertainty
Professional network
Industry association
Employee mobility
Chain-based hotel management structure

The analysis shows that entry of new players in the tourism industry intensifies product
market competition as well as the labour market competition. As a result, employees
move from one resort to another for better opportunities. Resort managers employ
various employee retention strategies to attract and retain employees. In order to cope
with the market competition, local resort owners increasingly lease their resorts to
international hotel management companies or rebrand their resorts to compete with
international hotel chains. Consequently, structure and practices of resorts in the
industry are moving to one direction as suggested by institutional theory (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983).
Increased competition and employee mobility as well as industry and source market
changes increase uncertainty for resorts. As a standard response to uncertainty, resort
managers imitate the HRM practices of resorts that are perceived to be successful in
order to remain competitive or to attract and retain employees. Local resorts benchmark
against HRM practices adopted by successful international high-end brands operating in
the Maldivian tourism industry. Although less common, international high-end resorts
also imitate some HRM practices of local resorts in order to adapt to local conditions.
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Resorts managers largely imitate practices of resorts that operate at the same level and
those located at close proximity. However, HRM practices imitated for fashion or
without having a complete understanding of how to implement not only create problems
but also fade away quickly.
The analysis uncovered avenues through which mimetic behaviour occurs. They include
professional networks, employee mobility and chain-based management structure.
Although there is an employer association in the industry, its role in disseminating
practices among their representative organisations is limited, so it is not considered as
strong mimetic force as institutional theory suggests (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983).
However, overall, sources and mechanisms for mimetic isomorphism are welldeveloped and HR responses (imitation) are derived from both competitive and
institutional environment.
Next, Chapter 7 will discuss the findings from Chapters 4, 5 and 6 and their theoretical
implications.
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7 DISCUSSION
7.1

Introduction

The primary purpose of this study has been to understand the effect of institutions and
the role of HR actors in the shaping of HRM practices in self-contained tourist resorts in
the Maldives. Chapter 4, 5 and 6 provided the empirical findings. The purpose of this
chapter is to provide a theoretical discussion of the findings. In doing so, the key themes
that emerged from the findings are linked to existing theoretical perspectives.
The structure of this chapter is as follows. Section 7.2 provides a theoretical discussion
of the nature and strength of institutional isomorphic forces. Section 7.3 discusses the
organisational choices concerning HRM practices as strategic responses to these
pressures in relation to theory. Section 7.4 briefly discusses HRM practices and
activities that emerged as a result of HR actors’ choices made in relation to institutional
and other pressures. Section 7.5 discusses the reasons for adoption of strategic
responses and HRM practices in relation to the concepts of legitimacy and efficiency.
These four sections cover the inferences from research questions one and two. A
summary of key inferences drawn from research questions one and two is presented in
Section 7.6. Section 7.7 discusses inferences from research question three, similarities
and variety in institutional forces, strategic responses and HRM practices and the
sources of such similarities or diversity. Section 7.8 discusses the two major recurring
themes emerged from the discussion. Section 7.9 presents the concepts discussed in the
chapter in a model for shaping HRM practices in tourist resorts in the Maldives. Finally,
Section 7.10 provides a conclusion to the chapter.

7.2. Institutional forces
This section discusses the nature and strength of the three types of institutional
isomorphic forces identified in this study based on DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983)
‘isomorphic processes’ and Scott’s (1995) ‘three pillars of institutions’. Based on the
empirical analysis in Chapter 4, 5 and 6, this chapter identifies dominant sources of
institutional forces and analyses the strength of these pressures towards homogeneity.
The main empirical results in this regard are summarised in Table 7.1. In the table,
‘strong’ refers to where an institutional force or mechanism is repeatedly mentioned by
interviewees as having an obvious effect, in a positive way, on managing people in
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resorts or its effects are perceived to be continuing and persistent. Second, ‘moderate’
refers to where an institutional force or mechanism has been perceived as developing
but its effects vary, and are sometimes not very obvious. Third, ‘weak’ refers to where
an institutional force or mechanism is hardly found to be having any effect, in the form
that institutional theory suggests, on the way resorts manage people. Although
institutional forces and mechanisms are categorised as strong, moderate and weak,
consistent with qualitative research, these are not pure or rigid categories (McLean,
2008).

Table 7-1: The nature and strength of institutional forces
Type
Coercive

Normative

Mimetic

Main sources and mechanisms
Foreign employment regulation
Employment legislation
Employment related provisions in the Constitution
Tourism Employee Association (TEAM)
Parent’s formalisation-based integration mechanism
National education and training systems
Presence of expatriate employees
Emphasis on education and experience in the
selection process
HR and management consultants
Employee and managerial transfer
Professional and social networks
Corporate culture
Local workforce characteristics and perceptions
New entrants
Employee mobility and informal networks
Industry vulnerability and uncertainty
Industry associations
Hotel-chain management structure

Strength
Moderate
Moderate
Moderate
Moderate
Strong
Weak
Strong
Moderate
Moderate
Strong
Strong
strong
Strong
Strong
Strong
Strong
Weak
Strong

As shown in Table 7.1, there are different sources and mechanisms of institutional
forces. The strength of these forces ranges from strong to moderate to weak. The
following sections discuss these forces and mechanisms in detail.
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7.2.1

Coercive institutional forces

The findings from Chapter 4 highlight that the regulatory framework (policies, laws and
regulations as presented in Table 7.1) that the resorts face is in many senses unstable.
The findings highlight that there are issues with regard to the design and content of the
regulatory framework in the Maldives, as well as with its enforcement and
implementation. Whereas some policies, laws and regulations (for example, the
employment legislation) are ambiguous, others contradict each other. For instance, the
regulatory requirement of the local-to-expatriate resort workforce ratio contradicts the
government policy of localisation of the resort workforce. The content of these keeps
changing without prior notice to HR actors in resorts, and these changes are
implemented without sufficient time for resorts to adjust their policies and procedures
as per the amendments to government policies, laws and regulations. Similarly, the
labour inspection and enforcement mechanisms are weak, adding to the overall
imperfections in the regulatory framework.
Extant literature suggests that trade unions exert coercive pressure on organisations with
regard to their HRM policies and practices (Godard, 2002; Paauwe and Boselie, 2003).
However, in the Maldives, although the Constitution guarantees ‘the right to freedom of
association’, there is no law governing the establishment and operation of trade unions.
The Tourism Employee Association of the Maldives (TEAM) operates as a pseudo
union, promoting and protecting resort workers’ rights. TEAM’s ability to defend their
members is limited by the uncertainties surrounding their mandate and the absence of
laws and regulations governing their role and the procedures for collectively bargaining
with employers. As they lack the legal status to act as widely as unions do, their role is
largely to help employees at the time of ‘employee strikes’ and those who are subject to
unfair dismissal. Alternatively, TEAM executives ‘name and shame’ resorts in the
parliament and in the media if resort workers are being maltreated. Therefore, the role
of employee associations as a source of coercive pressure is moderate.
Similarly, there is no law governing the establishment and operation of works councils
in resorts. Although there are various employees committees that have been established,
they do not share similarities with works councils in terms of representing employee
voice and influencing management decisions.
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7.2.2

Normative institutional forces

The findings highlighted that although the education system as a source of normative
isomorphic pressures is weak, it has been gaining strength. Resort managers have
responded to imperfections in the education and training system (as presented in Section
5.3) by seeking means to enhance professionalization. The findings also show that
professional associations which develop field-level norms and standards as institutional
theory suggests (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) do not exist in the tourism industry in the
Maldives. However, resorts have been increasingly hiring training managers and HR
consultants to design and implement various HR programs and to conduct training.
Similarly, resorts increasingly emphasize education and experience in the employee
selection process. Although formal managerial networks are weak in resorts, strong
informal networks exist among managers as well as among employees working in the
resort sector. Parent companies of resorts are using these informal networks and other
people-based integration mechanisms such as person-to-person interaction facilitated
through meetings, teams, committees, the use of integrators, and the transfer of people
across units (Smale et al., 2012) to diffuse their preferred HRM practices in resorts.
The findings also illustrate that corporate culture as a socialisation or a normative
integration mechanism has been used by parent organisations to influence their resort’s
practices. All organisations in this study try to reinforce corporate culture. Similarly,
resort managers have used workplace culture which is defined as patterns of shared
basic assumptions (Schein, 1985) to differentiate themselves from other resorts and
manage and coordinate their employees. It has been used as a tool for employee
behavioural control or to mould them. Corporate culture in resorts has been identified
both as an enabling and constraining force. Employee and managerial transfer are
common, and a large number of expatriates work in resorts. This indicates a potential
diffusion of internationally recognised HRM practices and, in the case of international
hotel chains, a high level of integration with their parent companies.
The findings highlight that the normatively driven societal perception towards work in
resorts is strongly negative (social stigma). These perceptions are driven by religious
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and cultural factors and customary HR practices in resorts. Similarly, resort managers’
perceptions toward the society also affect the employment relations in resorts.

7.2.3

Mimetic institutional forces

The Maldivian tourism industry is vulnerable to macro-environment changes (Ministry
of Tourism, Arts and Culture [MTAC], 2012). Uncertainty has become a defining
feature of the industry for the following reasons: (1) changes in the institutional
environment and how these changes have been implemented as discussed in 7.2.1; (2)
continual entry of new players into the industry and (3) employee mobility, increasing
competition in the labour market. Although resorts are in a luxurious position of market
growth resulting in less competition for customers, there is an intense competition in the
labour market for skilled workers.
Singh et al. (2007) suggest that in the global hotel industry, central sources for mimetic
processes are hotel chains, which have their detailed standards and procedures to ensure
the uniform quality of hotel services throughout the chain’s hotels. The Maldivian
tourism industry shares this feature as most of the renowned international hotel chains
own or manage at least one resort in the Maldives (MTAC, 2012). Except Resort B, all
local resorts selected for this study also operate under a hotel chain management
structure. The continual entry of international hotel chains creates conditions for
mimetic isomorphism. Similarly, employees or managerial transfer from one resort
property to another is also a central feature of disseminating practices within hotel
chains in the global hotel industry. Labour mobility is high as there are incentives for
employees for job hopping within the industry. Resorts in general see labour turnover as
a negative thing rather than a fact of life. However, findings from Resort B and E
suggest that it does not matter for HR actors in these resorts as they see it as inevitable.
Although chain-based resorts and high employee mobility within resorts provided a
method for disseminating and harmonising practices within resorts, industry association
as a mimetic mechanism as suggested by institutional theory (Cooke, 2011; DiMaggio
and Powell, 1983) is ill-developed. The employer association representing resort owners
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actively engages in channelling the opinion of the industry to the policy and law makers
(the government and the parliament respectively).
To conclude, the findings highlight that although some of institutional forces such as the
professional associations and work councils are non-existent in the Maldives, there are a
number of coercive, normative and mimetic forces in the organisational field which are
very revealing of what is happening in resorts. However, some of the sources and
mechanisms of institutional forces in the Maldives sometimes take a different form than
discussed in some of the institutional literature.

7.3. Strategic responses: the role of HR actors
7.3.1. Responses to coercive forces
The variations in the nature and strength of the institutional pressures discussed in 7.2
provide scope for HR actors to respond to coercive pressures. Consequently, they
employ a range of strategic responses. When mirrored against Oliver’s (1991) strategic
responses framework, these responses to coercive institutional pressures range from
passive acquiescence to active resistance. Most of these responses are observed in
managerial responses to employment-related laws and regulations. Resorts often
comply with the provisions in the laws and regulations which are in line with their
business needs or are in their best interests, and ignore others. This reflects Oliver’s
(1991) ‘pacifying’ tactic under ‘compromise’ strategy. Although managers showed
rhetorical commitment to follow laws and regulations, in practice, either they do not
follow these or their compliance behaviour did not last long, suggesting institutional
practices are not always habit-like in nature. These compliance strategies thus remained
as merely symbolic window dressing ‘rational myths’ that legitimate the organisation
(Meyer and Rowan, 1977). The ‘lip service’ paid to the implementation of the
legislation characterises Oliver’s (1991) ‘ritual conformity’ or ‘avoidance’ strategy. As
detailed in Section 2.5 in Chapter 2, Oliver (1991) provides an explanation for
organisations’ focus on resistance, by distinguishing possible determinants of the
strategic choice of an organisation, including cause (why), constituents (who), content
(what), control (how), and context (where) organisations are pressured.
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Resistance to full implementation of laws and regulations shows HR actors’ ability to
mobilise and deploy power resources to respond to institutional pressures (Ferner et al.,
2005). The results of this study demonstrate a high level of interplay between HR actors
and the institutional environment (the government) as well as between HR actors and
employees in relation to meeting the institutional requirements. The latter is prevalent
because there is subsequent pressure from employees to comply with the employmentrelated rules and regulations and to improve existing HRM practices, resulting in
gambits of resistance and negotiations. These negotiations can be located under Oliver’s
(1991) category of ‘compromise’ strategy. More specifically, negotiations with
employees, justifying organisational positions in case of non-compliance to the laws
and regulations, and negotiating with the corporate head office in order to balance the
demands from the HQ and local institutional environment are examples of Oliver’s
(1991) ‘balancing’ tactic.
The findings show that HR actors in resorts derive bargaining resources from different
sources in their negotiation with the government, such as their dominant position in the
economy (Cooke, 2011), changes in the macro-environment (Parry and Tyson, 2009),
internal and external professional networks (Ferner et al., 2005), and in the case of
international hotel chains, from their relational context (Tempel et al., 2006).
Consistent with Karhunen’s (2008) findings in the context of Russian hospitality
industry, results from this study also show that bargaining takes place in informal ways
such as providing kickbacks to respective government officials and pampering
concerned labour inspectors. These actions represent the ‘control’ tactic of Oliver’s
(1991) typology. HR actors also lobby the government to influence the content of the
rules and regulations channelling their concerns and proposals through the Maldives
Association for Tourism Industry (MATI). These strategies reflect Scott’s (2008)
‘collective responses’ to institutional pressure, Oliver’s (1991) ‘influence’ tactics and
Boon et al.’s (2009) and Paauwe’s (2004) ‘active development’ construct. Resort
managers prefer to actively develop the institutional context rather than leave the
tourism industry in the Maldives (Oliver’s ‘escaping’ tactic) because the cost of leaving
the industry could be very high. Pro-active development strategy is also evident in HR
actors’ approach to unions. They use three strategies: (1) lobby the government to put
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off proposals to form unions; (2) use tight screening to prevent pro-union employees to
be recruited; (3) establish employee committees as an alternative for unions or to negate
the need for unions’ presence. Similarly, the findings from Resort A highlight that when
faced with conflicting demands from the parent company and local institutional
contexts, HR actors advocate to develop and implement ‘active/innovative
development’ strategies in order to address some of the local institutional requirements
rather than to continue resisting them. These findings are consistent with Boon et al.’s
(2009) assertion that organisations can choose for innovative development in balancing
competitive institutional pressures in order to achieve both efficiency and long-term
viability.
The findings demonstrate that HR actors interpret the institutional pressures in different
ways and use different rationalities. For example, the managerial interpretation of the
legislation leads to deliberate exploitation of loopholes in the legislation resulting in
placing employees at the periphery of HR decision making. This finding is consistent
with Head and Lucas’s (2004, p.335) concept of “determined opportunism”, a term that
characterises managers’ deliberate attempt to exploit the law or interpret it for their own
advantage. However, HR actors try to show that they act within the legislation, although
they do not act in the spirit of the law (Head and Lucas, 2004).
The results of this study reveal that although HR actors engage in political processes
with the government and employees, in Birkinshaw and Fry’s (1998, p.52) terms, on
“proactive, pushy, and sometimes Machiavellian tactics”, there is no evidence of HR
actors exercising full-blown defiance (‘challenge’ and ‘attack’ tactics under Oliver’s
framework) of the rules and regulations. As Figure 7.1 (which is based on the number of
strategies and tactics that emerged in the analysis and were presented in Table 4.2)
illustrates that the majority of the organisational responses are located between the two
ends of the continuum. Most strategic responses are passive resistance strategies such as
decoupling (‘conceal’ and ‘buffer’) as opposed to active resistance strategies.
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Figure 7.1: The types of strategic responses to institutional forces

There are four explanations for this observation. First, organizations are faced with
conflicting demands to reduce cost and attain legitimacy. Decoupling is the likely
response in such situations (Oliver, 1991). Second, from an institutional perspective,
resistance to regulatory demands is strong when organisations see the imposed rules are
alien to them (Han and Koo, 2010; Oliver, 1991). However, most resorts in this study
put in place practices similar to the institutional requirements (for example as required
by law) way before it came into force. Third, resort managements could not afford to
visibly defy the government requirements because from a business point of view resorts
consider having their presence in the Maldives as imperative. Fourth, managers face
normative pressure from employees to comply with the rules and regulations; as a
result, they find a compromising ground, neither compliance nor active resistance. Fifth,
both compliance and active manipulation strategies are expected to take place under
well-defined institutional pressures (Oliver, 1991), which is not the case with
institutional pressures identified in this study.

7.3.2. Responses to normative forces
As discussed in section 7.2.2, the national education system is weak although it has
been showing rapid development. Resort managers responded to imperfections in the
education system through establishing HR departments and training institutes, hiring
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third party training providers and HR consultants, cross-exposure training and exchange
programs, sourcing and transfer of professional expatriates, and sourcing locals with
professional experience. These responses are also sources and mechanisms of normative
pressures thus reinforce professionalization. Figure 7.2 below illustrates this process.

Figure 7.2: Responses to a weak educational system, and professionalization

Response
Source
Imperfections in the
national education and
training system

- Third party training providers or
consultants
- Extensive training programs
- Managerial employee transfer
- Emphasis on skills and experience in the
selection
- Establishment of training institutes
- Development programs and exchange

Outcome
Professionalization

Weak
Strong

The social networks among managerial and non-managerial employees facilitated by the
parent company, the government and employee mobility helped resort managers to
adopt their parent company’s HR practices as well as practices perceived to be
successful in other resorts. Similarly, corporate culture led to mimetic adoption in
resorts and helped integration of the parent company’s preferred practices in their
respective resorts. Some resorts also used corporate culture to mould their employees as
well as to differentiate themselves from other resorts. However, HR actors also found
the parent company’s strong corporate culture and traditional industry norms as
constraints to the adoption of progressive HRM practices, innovations and adaptations.
Although institutional theory predicts compliance to normative and mimetic pressures
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Oliver, 1991), the findings of this study show that some
resort managers challenged existing norms of the society and employed different
resistance strategies. Examples of this include giving preference to expatriates over
locals in the recruitment process, refusing to recruit women wearing a head scarf, and
discouraging couples to be recruited and using stringent referee and police checking
processes in order to avoid recruitment of people who are affiliated with the TEAM or
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perceived to be associated with drugs. Resorts such as Resort G used these strategies
when their core business goals were being threatened by these societal requirements
(Oliver, 1991).

7.3.3. Responses to mimetic forces
Resort managements responded to uncertainty by, whether intentionally or not,
mimicking HR models and practices, which is the standard way of reducing uncertainty
according to institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Dissemination and
imitation of these practices are facilitated by chain-based management structures with a
high level of standardisation, employee transfer among sister properties, employee
mobility within the resort sector, and managerial and employee social networks. As
resort managers have a great degree of freedom over strategic decisions, they weigh up
alternative HR models and practices and imitate what they see as legitimate and
successful. The findings illustrate that the resort managers tend to imitate practices from
resorts that provide similar levels of services, and are located in close proximity,
supporting the notions of structural equivalence and structural cohesion (Kratz and
Moore, 2002; Murphy and Garavan, 2009). In other words, all three types of imitation outcome-based, frequency-based and trait-based – (Haunschild and Miner, 1997;
Williamson and Cable, 2003) are evident in resorts. These findings are consistent with
some research in hospitality industry that suggest that with strong managerial networks
(Baum and Ingram, 1998) and high employee turnover (Baum, 2007), there is a high
tendency of mimetic behaviour with regard to HRM practices.
However, the findings highlight that some of the imitated HRM practices in resorts
create problems, do not last long, and some of them do not deliver as expected. There
are three plausible explanations for this. First, HR actors often gravitate towards ad hoc
practice. Second, although most service standards are written and thus should easily be
diffused in the industry, HR practices in some resorts are not well-documented. Even
some of those which are written are not available in the public domain. As a result,
dissemination of practices within the industry often takes place through employee
mobility. These employees may not have complete understanding of the practices. They
also often do not stay long in the same resort. Third, although some resort managements
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imitate HR practices implemented in other resorts, they may lack the knowledge and
resources to implement or internalise complex HR issues and practices (Mellahi et al.,
2013). As a result, disconnection between HR functions and activities is a likely
outcome (Puffer et al., 2000).
Given the tight labour market conditions and high employee turnover in the resort sector
(Najeeb, 2011a), resort managers attempt to retain employees and reduce employee
turnover. The retention efforts further reinforce mimetic behaviour. Resorts imitate
HRM practices that they see are successful in retaining employees. The pressure on
employee retention also leads HR actors to adopt more progressive HRM practices.
To sum up the discussion of HR actors’ strategic responses to institutional forces,
although most strategic responses observed in this study fall in the category of Oliver’s
(1991) strategic responses to institutional framework, most strategic responses are
located in between the two ends of the continuum of Oliver’s (1991) framework.
Moreover, some strategic responses such as proactive or innovative development
strategies, collective response strategies and those characterised as managerial
determined opportunism are not included in Oliver’s (1991) framework. Contrary to
Oliver’s (1991) prediction that acquiescence is the response for normative pressure, the
findings from Chapter 5 highlight that HR actors in some international hotel chains defy
some of the local normative expectations and requirements.

7.3.4. The role of employees
The study highlights that the way HR actors in resorts respond to the institutional
pressures is moderated by the influence of non-managerial employees. Thus, nonmanagerial employees also play an agency role, supporting Scott’s (2008, p.103)
argument that “all actors participate, wittingly or not, in the reproduction and
reconstruction of the social systems they inhabit”. Conceptualising industrial actors,
Bellemare (2000) argues that non-managerial employees through their actions and
attitudes can influence organisational HRM practices because they are the end-users
who will directly be affected by these practices. From an institutional perspective,
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employees are one of the stakeholder groups that legitimise the organisational actions
upon which organisations depend for their success and survival (Boon et al., 2009).
According to institutional theory, “institutions provide individuals with the basis for
action” (Robson et al., 1996, p.398). For example, laws and beliefs about individual
rights may drive individuals to aggressively seek their newly-found rights. In doing so,
individuals can cause huge financial penalties to be levied against organisations. This
in turn may force or motivate organisations to adopt practices that fit institutional
requirements (Robson et al., 1996). According to these authors, this type of focus
(micro-level explanation with an emphasis on individual action rather than macro-level
or structural approach) is necessary because changes in institutional requirements may
not directly associate with the changes in organisational structure. In other words,
institutional requirements may not be reflected in HRM practices adopted by an
organisation, thus individual action may be required. This implies that the institutional
environment can affect organisational structure through its influence on individual
behaviour (Robson et al., 1996). Thus, the strategies of employees in moderating
managerial actions in relation to institutional pressure provide a complementary
explanation for institutional effects.
Bellemare (2000, p.386) argues that when employees become dissatisfied, “they
generally have at least two strategies at their disposal: they can leave, or they can make
their voice heard”. Consistent with this, the findings of this study highlighted that
empowered by the newly-found rights through the new Constitution and employment
legislation, dissatisfied resort workers often make choices – either leave the resort or
organise employee strikes and petitions. Employees’ potential actions carry an extra
weight in resorts given the tight local labour market conditions. Therefore, HR actors
engage in negotiation with employees and justify managerial action to employees when
the organisation does not fully comply with the employment laws and regulations. As
findings from Chapter 4 highlight, one of the most common managerial arguments in
favour of non-compliance to the institutional requirements is that managers act in the
best interest of employees. The findings highlight several HRM practices adopted in
resorts to retain or to silence non-managerial employees. The influence of nonmanagerial employees in HR decisions suggests that the role of HR actors in resorts
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involves reconciling the pressures from the institutional environment and employees to
the needs of the organisation (Tyson, 1997).
Schein (1996) argues that there can be differences in shared beliefs and values across
subcategories of managers and employees. As they may occupy different subcultures,
they may vary in the extent to which they are susceptible to particular institutional
pressures. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) suggest that different role-related expectations
of different employees may compete with each other. The findings from Chapter 4
highlight that the impact of employment legislation differs based on the categories of
employees and managers and depending on their roles and preferences. For example,
local employees are more engaged in challenging resort managements in the case of
breach of employment laws and regulations than expatriates. Employees working in
guest relations, particularly those in Resort G, felt that employment legislation is less
impactful for them than the rest of employees who took part in this study. Similarly,
findings from Chapter 5 highlight that training opportunities are largely available to
core employees (those working in guest relations) and not to support staff. These
findings are consistent with the existing literature that suggests HRM practices are
likely to differ across employee groups (Wright and Boswell, 2001).

7.4. HR practices
The findings highlight that HRM practices emerge in the process and/or as a result of
managerial efforts to reconcile different pressures when attempting to meet the needs of
the organisation. For example, non-compliance with the Foreign Employment
Regulation (2011), and successfully lobbying the government to increase the local-toexpatriate resort workforce ratio from 50:50 to 45:55, means resorts can recruit more
expatriates than locals who they believe have the right attitude, and are easier to control
and less costly to recruit (Najeeb, 2011b). In the case of Resort A, however, HR actors’
successful negotiations with the corporate head office to train and develop people to
take up the skilled jobs in the future rather than continuously defying the Foreign
Employment Regulation (2011), led the organisation to put in place internships and
apprenticeship programs in the resort.
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As the analysis allowed rival or alternative explanations to emerge regarding the factors
that affect the shaping of HRM practices, the findings highlight various drivers of
certain HRM practices. This helped not only understand how HRM practices are shaped
but also why certain HRM practices exist in resorts. As Table 7.2 illustrates, most of the
compensation and benefit activities and employment contracts and job descriptions,
disciplinary and grievance procedures, employee termination, and some recruitment and
selection and performance appraisal activities are driven by coercive institutional forces.
These practices are enacted or reshaped as a response or as a result of the responses to
the coercive pressures. As the major focus of coercive institutional pressures is aimed at
protecting employees’ basic employment rights rather than promoting progressive HRM
practices (Head and Lucas, 2004), compliance with the legislation means resort
managers put in place basic HRM practices. Likewise, non-compliance with the
coercive institutional forces led to the presence of poor HRM practices.
Similarly, training and development activities are largely driven as responses to
imperfections in the national education and training system which faced with
competitive pressure to maintain standards of services provided to guests. More
progressive HRM practices such as succession planning, 360 degree performance
appraisal and employee empowerment programs are driven by corporate normative
integration mechanisms such corporate culture, and labour market conditions and the
pressure on resort managers to retain employees faced with prospects of employee
turnover. The findings from Chapter 5 highlight that HR actors actively and widely used
informal networks to seek information for recruitment and selection, training and
development and compensation and benefits.
As discussed 7.3.3, some HRM practices in resorts do not last long. Some of them are
also used as and when the need warrants them. Sometimes practices are adopted at a
very superficial level and there is little effort to integrate them with the existing systems
and structures. Sometimes HR actors are not concerned with whether employees
understand or value the HRM practices being implemented.
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7.5. Motivation for the adoption of HR responses: legitimacy or efficiency?
The findings of this study show that resorts’ strategic responses and HRM practices, as
disused in 7.3 and 7.4 respectively, are either driven by the quest for legitimacy or
efficiency reasons, or by both. HR actors comply with the institutional requirements for
reasons of legitimacy. They seek to gain legitimacy in the eyes of both employees (key
internal stakeholders) and external stakeholders. When mirrored against Oliver’s (1991)
framework ‘dependence’ is the key explanation for resorts that acceded to pressures for
legitimacy. The findings from Chapters 4 and 5 highlight that when faced with the
choice of pleasing internal or external stakeholders, HR actors prefer ‘looking good’ to
the external audience to ‘acting good’. Resorts adopt this strategy in order to improve
their reputation in both the labour and product markets. Collings and Dick (2011) argue
that enhancement of reputation is important for organisations in order to achieve longterm competitive advantage. In order to enhance reputation, organisations may prefer to
be ‘looking good’ rather than to be ‘acting good’ (Collings and Dick, 2011; Kennedy
and Fiss, 2009). As Kennedy and Fiss (2009, p.904) noted in their study of total quality
management (TQM) adoption and implementation decisions among U.S. hospitals,
resorts adopting some HRM practices, as highlighted in Chapter 6, just because other
resorts adopt them, without knowing the real benefits of these practices, indicates that
resort managers are more concerned with “avoid[ing] the stigma of being out of step”.
Although resort managements want to be viewed as fair employers, as in the case of
Resort C, consideration of costs and political influence in the HR decision making leads
to risking legitimacy in the eyes of stakeholders.
The managerial interpretation of institutional requirements often is driven by business
case or efficiency reasons. Driven by the competitive environment (Head and Lucas,
2004), some resort managers adopt the traditional ‘cost controlling’ management style
prevalent in the tourism industry (Lucas, 2002). Some HR actors comfortably push the
boundaries of the institutional requirements in order to avoid compliance with the
institutional forces which they feel could harm business efficiency (Pratten and Lovatt,
2005). However, less active resistance strategies reflect that resort managements wanted
to be seen as law abiding and fair employers, reflecting legitimacy motives. In
particular, ceremonial compliance to the institutional demands and ceremonial adoption
of HRM practices indicated legitimacy motives (Tolbert and Zucker, 1983). Consistent
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with Björkman and Lervik (2007), findings from Section 5.4.7 demonstrated that HRM
practices adopted for efficiency reasons are more likely to be implemented, internalised
and integrated.
The findings demonstrate that HR actors find it comfortable to comply with the
provisions that are consistent with business reasons such as their parent company’s best
practices. The findings thus lend support to Goodstein’s (1994) and Oliver’s (1991)
hypothesis that organisations are more inclined to conform to institutional pressures
when they hold the view that conformity is consistent with their organisational goals
and is beneficial for them. The findings also show that while HR actors try to comply
with the institutional requirements for reasons of legitimacy, they also use the
institutional mechanisms to legitimise some of their HR decisions such as termination
or promotion of employees. These findings thus support the argument that the
institutional environment acts both as a constraining and an enabling force (Barley and
Tolbert, 1997).
The findings that some responses and HRM practices adopted for the purpose of cost
reduction and improving organisational performance, and some for attaining legitimacy
in the eyes of both employees and external stakeholders, suggest that motivation for the
adoption of certain responses or practices is not always mutually exclusive (Evans and
Novicevic, 2010). As discussed in Section 7.3.3, isomorphism as related to a mimetic
path implies that HR actors’ decisions to engage in a particular behaviour are related to
the belief that to stay competitive in the labour market, the organisation has to emulate
behaviour of other resorts in the same field (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). However, the
findings also show a strong endorsement of legitimacy in some cases, representing
powerful demonstration about the relevance of legitimacy and offering empirical
evidence about the predominance of normative rationality over economic rationality as
predicted by neo-institutional scholars (Oliver, 1997). The findings also confirm that
social justifications on many occasions can be equally or more powerful than economic
reasoning even in a for-profit context. Legitimacy considerations thus are no less
important in for-profit environments than in not-for profit contexts (Singh et al., 1986).
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7.6

Summary of key inferences from research questions one and two
o There are a number of coercive, normative and mimetic pressures present in the
organisational field which can be categorised as strong, moderate and weak. The
sources and forms of some of these pressures differ from some of the sources
and forms described in the institutional literature.
o The organisational field was in flux and sources of institutional pressures were
in the making.
o The institutional environment was not deterministic, thus, there was room for
HR actors’ strategic choice.
o HR actors employed a number of responses to institutional pressures ranging
from passive compliance to active resistance to manage institutional pressures.
o Most strategic responses fall in between the two ends of the continuum of
Oliver’s (1991) framework.
o Some strategic responses differ from Oliver’s (1991) framework. They include
categories such as proactive or innovative development, collective responses and
managerial determined opportunism.
o HR actors’ responses to institutional pressures were influenced by the strategies
of non-managerial employees through individual (employee turnover) and
collective actions (strikes and petitions).
o Institutional environment can affect organisational structure through its
influence on individual behaviour.
o Different categories of employees felt the impact of institutional pressures
differently, thus, their perceptions of intuitional demands and preferences for
HRM practices differ.
o HRM practices emerged in the process and/or as a result of HR actors’ efforts in
reconciling institutional and employee preferences and demands to the
organisational needs, which is not a straightforward process.
o Adoption of strategic responses and HRM practices are driven by either
economic or legitimacy reasons or both.
o Conformance and less active resistance strategy reflect HR actors’ intention to
gain legitimacy.

211

o Legitimacy can be gained through more than just conformance to institutional
pressures, suggesting that HR actors can be more strategic in their effort to gain
legitimacy.
o HR actors preferred to remain in the organisational field and actively develop
the institutional context rather than leaving the domain.
o When faced with the choice of gaining legitimacy in the eyes of external
stakeholders and employees, HR actors prefer the former. They prefer to be
‘looking good’ rather than to be ‘acting good’ in order to enhance reputation.
o Micro-political influences and cost considerations sometimes lead HR actors to
risk legitimacy in the eyes of stakeholders.
o Competitive and institutional requirements are not always in conflict, thus the
reasons for adoption of certain strategies and HRM practices are not always
mutually exclusive.
o HR actors were more comfortable to comply with the intuitional requirements
that are consistent with business case.
o Normative justifications are equally or more powerful and legitimate
considerations are no less important than economic reasoning in for-profit
contexts.
o Coercive institutional pressures influence the shaping of HRM practices such as
compensation and benefits, employment contracts and job descriptions,
recruitment and selection, disciplinary and grievance procedures, employee
termination and performance appraisals.
o Training and development activities were responses to imperfections in the
national education and training system and competitive pressures.
o Progressive HRM practices such as succession planning, 360 degree
performance appraisal, and empowerment programs are driven by normative
integration mechanisms such as corporate culture, and the need for employee
retention (competitive labour market conditions).
o The role of informal networks is prevalent in the dissemination of HRM
practices such as training and development, recruitment and selection and
compensation and benefits.
o Imitation occurred largely through employee transfer and mobility.
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o HR actors mimic HR practices from resorts that serve same market segments,
and are located in close proximity.
o HR actors use three types of imitation strategies: outcome-based, frequencybased and trait-based
o Ceremonial adoption of HRM practices is commonplace.
o Practices developed as a response to a specific institutional situation gradually
lose their significance as the institutional context changes

7.7. Institutional forces and HR responses: similar or different?
7.7.1. Institutional forces
The evaluation of findings presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 illustrate two patterns with
regard to the institutional forces faced by resorts: (1) similarity of most coercive
institutional forces between international hotel chains and local resorts; and (2) diversity
in formal control and normative integration mechanisms between international hotel
chains and local resorts.

7.7.1.1 Pattern 1: largely similar coercive institutional forces
The findings demonstrate that there is a similar set of coercive institutional pressures
faced by the local resorts and international hotel chains. This is because, similar to
resorts that belong to international hotel chains, local resorts also face relational
pressure from their parent company or HQ, largely to mimic HR practices that are
perceived to be successful, besides the pressure from the local institutional context
(Mellahi et al., 2013), as resorts are subsidiaries or subunits of their parent
organisations. However, the influence of relational context varies from resort to resort.
In other words, ‘institutional duality’ as used by institutional scholars (Kostova and
Roth, 2002; Kostova et al., 2008) exists for both cohorts of resorts.

7.7.1.2 Pattern 2: Diversity in formal control, normative and mimetic forces
However, formal control is more prevalent in the case of international hotel chains as
HQs of these resorts have written procedures mainly in the form of best practices
guidelines to be implemented. With regard to normative and mimetic institutional
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influences, presence of a strong corporate culture is more evident in resorts that belong
to international hotel chains than local resorts. Similarly, people-based integration
mechanisms (Smale et al., 2012), employee transfer, formal managerial networks and
the presence of expatriate managers are more prevalent in resorts that belong to
international hotel chains. Instead of relying on informal managerial and employee
networking to cope with the changes in the institutional and business environment as
local resorts do, international hotel chains depend on their intra-firm resources such as
expatriate managers. The purpose of these mechanisms is to overcome the challenges
associated with organising activities to meet parent company’s standards for service
quality and to facilitate them to adopt parents’ preferred HRM practices. Thus, ‘hotel
chain structure’ as a medium for disseminating and harmonising HRM practices is
stronger among the resorts that belong to international hotel chains.

7.7.2

Strategic responses

As Table 4.2 illustrates, three patterns emerged in terms of how resorts respond to
institutional forces: (1) similar strategic responses; (2) differences in strategic response
between local resorts and international hotel chains; and (3) differences in responses
between international high-end resorts and the rest of the resorts.

7.7.2.1 Pattern 1: similarity in strategic responses
The strategic responses of local resorts and international hotel chains to institutional
forces are largely similar. For example, most responses outlined in Table 4.2 are evident
in all resorts. Almost half of the strategies listed in the table are exercised by all resorts
in this study. This shows a clear convergence of strategic response between the resorts
in the tourism industry in the Maldives. However, this convergence is not only
characterised by compliance. Similarities are more prevalent in categories such as
‘compromise’ and ‘defiance’ in Oliver’s (1991) framework.

7.7.2.2 Pattern 2: diversity in responses – local vs. international hotel chains
Local resorts are more willing to comply with or accommodate societal norms than
international hotel chains. The local HR actors’ willingness to accommodate the societal
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expectations could be attributed to their (local managers’ in particular) cognitive
alliance with the societal norms and values (Peters and Heusinkveld, 2010). However,
in some cases, as presented in Chapter 5, meeting these social expectations could be
seen as ignoring industry norms shared by majority of the resorts in the industry.
Another difference is observed in ‘collective response’ category. As most of the
lobbying efforts with the government are channelled through MATI, local resort owners
are more actively involved in these collective efforts to change the ‘rules of the game’
than HR actors in international hotel chains.

7.7.2.3 Pattern 3: diversity in responses - international high-end vs. the rest
The strategic responses summarised in Table 4.2 also show that high-end international
hotel chains (Resorts A and G) did not use ‘avoidance’ strategy of Oliver’s (1991)
typology and strategies categorised under ‘managerial determined opportunism’. This is
because the local institutional requirements have limited impact on their HRM practices
which are largely progressive in nature (Price, 1994) or they are not in conflict with the
isomorphic pressure from HQ (Kostova and Roth, 2002; Westney, 1993). This is also
consistent with Clemens and Douglas’s (2005) argument that better endowed
organisations, with perceived high levels of social legitimacy due to the importance of
their ongoing success, are less likely to employ active resistance strategies. It also
demonstrates that although the regulatory institutional framework is weak, these
international hotel chains do not operate totally in isolation from the local business and
institutional environment. Rather, these hotel chains increasingly recruit locals to
executive positions in order to engage with the local institutional environment.
Although some of them use their relational context to bargain or negotiate with the
government over the laws and regulations, they rarely use hegemonic power to buffer
themselves from the institutional environment as some institutional scholars such as
Ferner et al. (2011) predict. However, as discussed in 7.3.2, when these high-end
international hotel chains have to compromise their standards or quality of services in
favour of societal norms and expectations, they sometimes defy the social norms.
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7.7.3

HRM practices

Similar to the strategic responses discussed above, as Table 7.2 illustrates, three
patterns emerged with regard to the HRM practices that exist in resorts: (1) similarity in
HRM practices across resorts; (2) differences in HRM practices between local resorts
and international hotel chains; and (3) differences in HRM practices between
international high-end resorts and the rest of the resorts.

7.7.3.1 Pattern 1: similarity in HRM practices
As Table 7.2 depicts, similarity exists among resorts in most activities across a range of
HRM practices. For example, out of the 15 activities listed under recruitment and
selection practice, nine activities are similar across all resorts. All the resorts in this
study have well-spelled out induction programs. Similarly, employment contracts and
job descriptions in resorts are similar. As a result, resorts deal with the issue of
employee termination in a similar fashion. All resorts conduct comprehensive training
programs. Compensation and benefit, reward and recognition programs, and social
engagement activities are also largely similar in resorts.
There are several reasons for this similarity. For example, some of the compensation
and benefits, employment contracts, job descriptions and termination practices are
similar because these practices are driven by employment law and regulations. For
example, driven by the Islamic culture, the employment law mandates resorts to provide
Ramadan bonus for all Muslim employees in the eve of Ramadan. Similarly, some
leaves, breaks and public holidays such as child circumcision leave, prayer break and
Friday as a public holiday are idiosyncratic to Islamic culture in the Maldives and are
mandated by the employment legislation. Similarly, other leave entitlements, service
charge benefits and employment retirement scheme (pension) are also mandated by
laws. Presence of only these compensation benefit practices in a resort means that the
resort has limited benefits to those defined in the laws. Consistent with the findings by
Björkman et al. (2008) in the context of China, a plausible explanation for the similarity
in practices such as recruitment and selection, training and development, compensation,
rewards and social engagement in resorts is that these practices are widely shared
among resort managers in social networks.
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7.7.3.2 Pattern 2: diversity in HRM practices – local vs. international hotel chains
As Table 7.2 shows, international hotel chains offer succession planning programs for
local professional employees. As a result, locals often prefer to rise through the ranks of
international hotel chains with superior prospects for career development. Although
most resorts offer comprehensive training programs due to the ineffectual role of the
national education and training system, resorts that belong to international hotel chains
take advantage of the opportunities available within the chain. They provide crossexposure training opportunities for their employees or train employees through transfer
of expatriate managers. International hotel chains also more often use third party
training providers to train their employees than local resorts. As these chains plan and
budget for their training programs, these programs are sustainable and conducted more
effectively than those in local resorts. These resorts also put in place practices such as
R&R, employee survey and competitive compensation survey.

7.7.3.3 Pattern 3: diversity in HRM practices – international high-end vs. the rest
As findings from Chapter 5 highlight, in the tourism industry in the Maldives, money is
still the major motivating factor for employees to work. The basic salary in resorts is
very low, even by Maldivian standards; hence, employees are attracted to the potential
benefits that flow from service charges in the resorts. Resorts that belong to
international hotel chains that serve high-end markets (for example, A and G) are able
to provide a far better service charge benefits for employees than local resorts.
Employees working in guest relations in those resorts also receive better tipping than
those in local resorts. However, in order to attract skilled employees, some local resorts
especially those serving in high-end markets (for example, Resort D) offer good
compensation packages on a contingent basis for skilled employees. Local resorts such
as Resort C also compensate for the lack of material benefits by providing immaterial
benefits such as flexibility in working schedules and social engagement programs. As a
result, employees who were trained by or had work experience in international hotel
chains, increasingly take up positions in local resorts. This is a reason why there is no
bi-polar market that exists between foreign and local resorts where local resorts are not
able to compete for qualified labour with international hotel chains. As employers are
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granted the freedom to decide what services to provide in addition to the basic social
packages defined in the laws, international hotel chains that serve high-end markets
adopt more progressive compensation benefits and reward and recognition strategies
than local resorts. As Table 7.2 depicts, these practices include managerial bonus
schemes and guest comments bonus schemes.
Some international hotel chains that serve high-end markets (for example, Resort A)
also adopt sophisticated HRM practices such as 360 degree performance appraisal,
mentoring, formal exist interviews and employee empowerment for service recovery.
Adoption of these practices shows a high level of integration with their parent company
which has been facilitated by normative integration mechanisms such as corporate
culture and transfer of managers from the HQ or their overseas sister properties.
Consistent with the findings by Mellahi et al. (2013) in the context of Turkey, in this
study, one reason that other resorts and local resorts in particular are not able to adopt
these practices is that these resorts lack necessary resources and capabilities to
implement the practices. These international hotel chains (A&G) also prefer to recruit
locals over expatriates and see recruitment and selection in a more strategic manner than
the rest of the resorts in this study.

7.7.4. Why diversity expected?
Diversity in HR responses and practices is expected due to several reasons. First, the
institutional context is in flux, and institutional pressures in the field are ambiguous,
which gives room for HR actors to exercise strategic choice (Dobbin and Sutton, 1998).
For example, as findings from Chapter 5 highlight, resort managers sometimes
emphasize education and experience and sometimes behavioural traits in recruitment
and selection. This shows weaknesses of institutional pressures and HR actors’ ability to
balance different pressures and demands to adopt their preferred HRM practices.
Second, the open nature of the field for new players, and increasing presence of new
local resorts and international hotel chains bring diversity to the field.
Third, the institutional environment is expected to affect the local resorts and
international hotel chains to varying degrees, and consequently their strategic responses
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are expected to vary as their way of balancing different pressures also vary (Boon et al.,
2009). As discussed above, the opportunity for resorts that belong to international hotel
chains to have access to a global resource-base is expected to be a major factor
accounting for variety of HRM practices between international hotel chains and local
resorts.
Fourth, Consistent with Nguyen and Bryant (2004), the findings from this study
highlight that the diversity in some HRM practices such as employment contracts and
job descriptions and compensation and benefits (refer to Table 7.2) in some cases is not
in which practices are adopted in resorts but how HRM practices are adopted. In other
words, there are differences in how HR actors respond to institutional pressures or how
they reconcile pressures from various institutional and technical sources to the needs of
the organisation in selecting HRM practices. HR actors in each resort may have their
own way of coping with the institutional pressures emanating from different sources
(Boon et al., 2009). For example, findings from Chapter 5 highlight that there are
different responses in a similar institutional contexts as resorts can actively differentiate
themselves from their competitors. For some organisations efficiency increases in the
development of employees (for example, Resort A); for others efficiency increases in
decreasing investment in employee development (for example, Resort D). Bromley et
al. (2012) suggest that as the members of an organisational field adopt similar practices,
individual organisations can ensure a considerable variation in response to isomorphic
pressures through decoupling. The variability in response to similar institutional
pressures is consistent with micro-process of institutionalisation – how organisational
members negotiate macro-institutional scripts and translate them into everyday actions
(Powell and Colyvas, 2008).
Fifth, resort managers have to find new ways to create and meet demands to survive in
the competitive market. Resorts also being operated in a service sector adapt more
quickly to institutional and market changes, showing less inertia (Wright and McMahan,
1992). Resorts in the tourism industry (which is a less institutionalised context) are
expected to have more leeway with respect to human resource management than firms
in an institutionalised context (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Finally, dissimilarities in HR
practices in resorts are possible because when ideas and norms travel across resorts,
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such transfer involves a substantial amount of institutional work such as encoding,
decoding, translating, editing, and enacting ideas and practices. In this process, the
practices can be misunderstood, distorted, or misrepresented (Han and Koo, 2010;
Rupidara and McGraw, 2011). Similarly, as mentioned in the previous section, although
local resorts often imitate HRM practices in international hotel chains, the former may
lack the necessary resources and capabilities to implement these practices.

7.7.5. Why convergence?
Despite the diversity of responses and practices discussed above, there is a high degree
of similarity of strategic responses and HRM practices, particularly, between local
resorts and international hotel chains operating in the Maldives. Plausible explanations
could be, first, there are no significant differences between the institutional pressures
faced by both local and international hotel chains as both cohorts of resorts face similar
pressures from external and relational contexts. Second, despite some expatriate
managers and local managers having their taken-for-granted view of appropriate HRM;
there is no clear shared way of doing things limited to certain cohorts of resorts, for
example, only among international hotel chains. Although the local managers’ takenfor-granted view of appropriate HRM practices is expected to influence HRM practices
in both local resorts and international hotel chains (Mellahi et al., 2013), the local
industry increasingly takes on more resemblance to the global hotel industry. As a
result, although some international hotel chains (for example, Resort G) dismiss some
practices that are consistent with the local institutional context, international hotel
chains adapt to local context and local resorts increasingly adopt practices from
international hotel chains (Westney, 1993). The reciprocity between local resorts and
international hotel chains in terms of their HRM practices is indicative of
‘deinstitutionalisation’ (Oliver, 1992), which suggests that some of the existing HRM
practices in resorts are replaced with what is considered to be legitimate. It is not only
the local resorts and international hotel chains that imitate each other; consistent with
Sumelius et al. (2008), the findings highlight that international hotel chains also regard
each other as useful benchmarks and sources of inspiration.
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Third, there is a high-level of interconnectivity through informal networks (Oliver,
1991) and employee mobility, disseminating ideas and practices from one resort to
another. As a result, individual peculiarities in HR responses to institutional pressures
are easily imitated by others. The findings from Chapter 5 corroborate this assertion,
namely that HRM practices such as recruitment and selection, some training activities,
and compensation and benefits are most widely exchanged among HR actors through
informal networks and happen to be the most similar HRM practices in resorts. Shared
institutional pressures related to a practice from the institutional environment may lead
to “cognitive convergence” (Daniels et al., 2002, p.31) among HR actors in a given
organisational field. Convergence of their beliefs constitutes the basis for homogeneity
in attitude and, eventually, their responses to the institutional pressures (Daniels et al.,
2002; Peters and Heusinkveld, 2010).
Table 7.2 represents a compilation of findings in relation to HRM practices presented in
Chapters 4, 5 and 6.

Table 7-2: Factors influencing HRM practices in resorts
Factors /drivers

HR practices / activities

Resorts

Annotations

Recruitment and selection
Hire retainer lawyers
Employment law

A

Hire HR managers proficient in labour
law

A&G

Foreign employment
regulation/ skills
shortage or weak
education system /
Local employee
attitude and managerial
perception on local
employees

Prefer to recruit expatriates over locals

C,D,E&F

Foreign employment
regulation

Certain job categories are allocated for
expatriates (e.g. Barmen), others for
locals (e.g. Waiter)

All

Emphasize right attitude and conduct in
the selection process

All

Employee association /
employee retention /
Local employee
attitudes and
managerial perception
on local employees
Employee retention

Rigorous interviews, and police record
and reference checking
Internal recruitment
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All
All

High-end
international
High-end
international

C,D&F are
local resorts, E
is an
international

Weak education system
/ corporate culture /
service philosophy
Competitive pressure /
service quality
Weak education system
Self-contained nature
of resorts / changing
source markets and
their dynamics
Employee mobility /
locals perception
towards work in resorts

Employee retention

Employee retention
strategy / corporate
culture

Employment law

Employment law

Foreign employment
regulation

Recruitment of employees without
prior hospitality training and
experience
Emphasize education, experience and
service attitude (passion) as selection
criteria
Recruitment based on personal
networks

All

All
All

A unique and sophisticate/complex
skills set as a selection criterion

All

Targeted recruitment and participation
in recruitment fairs

All

Emphasize recruitment of employees
from near-by islands
Recruiting school drop-outs
Conduct recruitment and selection as a
two-way process
Organisational fit and long service
record as a selection criterion
Induction
Well-spelt-out induction program
thereby employees are inducted into
service culture, vision and brand
Integrate employee awareness
programs on employment legislation
into orientation programs
Provide employment handbooks with
some policies and procedures
contradictory to the regulatory
requirements
Employment contracts and job
description
Revision of employment contracts and
job descriptions to accommodate the
requirements of the law
Employment contracts with clauses
that give advantage to the management
Employment contracts with highly
technical jargons
Job descriptions without detailed
specifications of expectations and
requirements
Recruit expatriates for professional
jobs for which resorts receive work
permits but give them different jobs to
do
Training and development

Foreign employment
regulation / weak
national education
system

Apprenticeship and internship
programs

Weak national
education system

Conducting training programs through
training managers
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All
C
A

Local
High-end
international

All

All
C

Local

B

Local

All
B,C,D&
E

B,C&D are
local, E is an
international

All
B,C,D&
E

B,C&D are
local, E is an
international

All

A&E

International

A,B,C,F
&G

B,C&F are
local; A&G
are High-end

international

Training through third party training
providers

A,C,E,F
&G

C and F are
local; A, E&G
are
international

Training through transfer of expatriate
managers

A,E &G

International

C&E

C is a local; E
is an
international

Training through establishment of
training institutes
Employ transfer and management
development programs
Award scholarships to employees

B&C

Training through exchange programs

C&E

Allocation of a training budget
Competitive pressure
Self-contained nature
of resorts
Weak education system
/ Social and cultural
distance / changing
source markets and
their dynamics
Service philosophy /
corporate culture
Corporate culture
Weak education system
/ corporate culture
Employee association /
local workforce
characteristics, locals
attitude towards work
and managerial
perception on
employees
Employee retention

All

A,E,F&
G

Certain number of hours of training per
employee per month

A

In-house training

All

Train employees on different language
skills and other generic skills

All

Retrain every employee entering the
resort
Continuous training employees based
on vision, brand and service culture
Cross-exposure training

Local
C is a local; E
is an
international
A,E&G are
international;
F is local
High-end
international

E

International

A&E

International

A,E&G

International

Coaching and counselling

All

Mentoring

A

High-end
international

A,E&G

International

B,C,D&
E

B,C&D are
local, E is an
international

Career development
Employee retention /
corporate culture

Employment law

Succession planning
Compensation and benefits
Employees are made to work in
Fridays without paying as required by
law
Provide annual leave and off days
based on management preferences
Provide service charge and over time
allowances to employees initially based
on the law and then went back to the
old practices
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All
C

Local

Ramadan bonus
Provide several breaks and made
employees work extended hours
without paying overtime allowances
Fixed amount per month as service
charge

Pension Act
Employee retention
strategy
Corporate culture /
service philosophy
Societal perception
towards work in resorts

Fixed amount per month as overtime
allowances
7% contributions from resorts to the
employee retirement scheme

International

C,D,E&F

B,C&D are
local, E is an
international

C

Local

All
B

Local

Guest comment bonus scheme

A

High-end
international

B&C

Local

A,E&G

International
International
high-end
International

Special work arrangements for women

Special leave for expatriates
Competitive compensation surveys
Employees given the option to
accumulate their leaves and take
lengthy leaves
Rewards and recognition
Contingent rewards - salary benefits
and rewards for key employees

A
A,E&G
All

A,C,DF
&G

Employee of the month award with a
grand staff party - accompanies a cash
reward and a certificate

All

Leader of the quartet award

A

Pet scheme - US$50 & public
recognition
Star achievers' award
Moments of Truth award
Employee retention /
corporate culture

E

Provident fund

R&R

Employee retention

All

When an employee is sick managers
visit them with gifts or cards
Make a folder that contains a copy of
all positive written guest feedback
available for all hosts to review
Sport recognition award
A bonus scheme for managerial
employees
Employer discretionary or loyalty
bonus scheme
Celebrate employees birth days and the
management wish them
In low season employees are provided
a 'employees get a guest feeling' lunch
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A
C
A

A&G are
high-end
international;
C,D&F are
local

High-end
international
High-end
international
Local
High-end
international

All
A
A
A&G
A,B,F&
G
All
All

High-end
international
High-end
international
High-end
international
A&G are
high-end
international;
B&F are local

General Manager (GM) takes lunch
with employees from different
department
Employee anniversary recognised
monthly
Annual long service and staff
facilitation rewards - employees 'going
the extra mile'
Social engagement
Social calendar of activities for each
month (sports and recreational
activities)
Participate in Inter-department and
inter-resort sports tournaments
Staff movie night with popcorn every
week or month with team building
activities
Staff picnic quarterly
Celebration of national days and
religious and cultural festivals
Employee retention

Cross country cultural nights
Wifi-huts, cyber cafes or internet
access at accommodation
Family day for all employees to bring
their families
An art gallery to display employee
artwork and conduct art competition
Fishing trips and over-night trips to
nearby islands
Staff gym

Employment law
Corporate culture

Employment law

Employment law

Employee association
Employee retention

Staff bar, sports’ ekuveni, Holhuashi
Performance appraisal
Performance appraisal is based on
behavioural traits (outcomes as
opposed to process) to justify the
managerial actions on employees
360 degree performance appraisal
Disciplinary and grievance procedures
Written disciplinary and grievance
procedures to justify the managerial
actions on employees
Termination
Terminating employees in the
probation period without giving them
any reasons
Terminating employees without a valid
reason after giving notice in lieu or
after providing salary and benefits for
the notice period
Provide unfavourable performance
records to potential employers
Formal exit interviews

All
A
E

All
All
All
Al
All
A&G

High-end
international

All
A,C&E
A

A&E are
international;
C is a local
High-end
international

All
All
G

B,C,D,E
&F
A

B,C,D,E
&F

High-end
international

B,C,D&F are
local; E is an
international
High-end
international
B,C,D&F are
local; E is an
international

All

All
All
A &G
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High-end
international

High-end
international

Informal exist interviews

Employee association

Employee involvement
Establishing employee committees
Live and work like a family

Corporate culture /
employee retention
Corporate culture
/employee retention

7.7.6

Employee survey
Employee empowerment
Employees given the authority to spend
up to $2000 for service recovery

B,C,D,E
&F

B,C,D&F are
local; E is an
international

All
B&C

Local

A,E&G

international

A

High-end
international

Concluding remarks on similarity and diversity

The homogeneity and diversity highlighted in the findings in this study support the
following premises of institutional theory. First, organisations in the same
organisational field will respond to institutional pressures similarly and adopt similar
practices (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), leading the industry in one direction. From this
perspective, patterns of adaptation are industry-specific (Scott, 2008). Two terms are
worthy of discussion here: compliance and convergence. Ashworth et al. (2009) posit
that both compliance and convergence occur in response to isomorphic pressures. “The
term compliance suggests that, over time, organisations are moving in the direction that
is consistent with isomorphic pressures” (Ashworth et al., 2009, p.169). The term
convergence refers to the extent to which all organisations in a field resemble each other
more closely over time. This can happen with or without compliance. The findings of
this study highlight that the tourism industry (resorts) in terms of resorts’ strategic
responses to institutional forces (a range of responses) and HRM practices has largely
developed in one direction (convergence) although there are subtle differences.
Second, organisational fields consist of subfields (Coser et al., 1982), and diversity may
exist among these subfields. The findings highlight that while some differences exist
between international hotel chains and local resorts in some HR practices (for example,
succession planning and some training and development activities as shown in Table
7.2), not all differences are clearly attributed to the ownership (local versus international
hotel chains). Rather, differences in the way HR actors respond to institutional forces
are more prevalent between resorts that serve the high-end segment within the
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international hotel chains (A and G) and the rest of the resorts in this study, attributing
these differences to market orientation. This suggests that the subfields cannot be
identified using solely objective criteria (for example, local versus international hotel
chains as in this study), since they are often constructed by participants’ subjective
perceptions (Coser et al., 1982). The latter is true in this research as there is no official
hotel rating system in the Maldives. It has been a complex issue to categorise resorts in
the Maldivian tourism industry on the basis of market-orientation because an individual
resort may have a variety of rooms in terms of categories of services (from high-end to
middle level). More profoundly, managers and employees often do not like to identify
their resorts under these categories.
To conclude, there are three patterns of strategic responses and HRM practices in the
organisational field. They are: (1) similarity across the resorts; (2) diversity between
local resorts and international hotel chains; and (3) diversity between high-end
international hotel chains and the rest of the resorts in this study.
Figure 7.3 below provides a diagram of the resort sector based on the empirical
classification of resorts participating in this study.

Figure 7.3: Empirical classification of resorts in this study

Local resorts

High-end
segment

F

D

B

C

International hotel chains

A

G

E

Mid-class
segment

7.7.7

Summary of key inferences from research question three

o ‘Institutional duality’ arising from the local institutional environment and from
the relational context (their parent company) exists for both international hotel
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chains and local resorts, as they are sub-units or subsidiaries of their respective
parent companies, although the pressure from the relational context varies from
resort to resort.
o Formal control and normative integration mechanisms are more prevalent in
international hotel chains than local hotel chains due to strong emphasis on the
dissemination of parents’ practices.
o While local resorts more often use informal networks, international hotel chains
use intra-firm resources to manage institutional pressure.
o International hotel chains adopt strategies to engage with the local institutional
context rather than defy. They select the latter only in situations where meeting
societal expectations threaten their core business goals.
o While some international hotel chains ignore/challenge societal norms, local HR
actors in local resorts are more sympathetic to them.
o Human agency (HR actors’ role) is considered a crucial intangible resource that
provides an insight into the heterogeneity between resorts.
o Organisations can balance their degree of sameness and differentiation in
relation to HRM. Organisations can cope differently when faced with similar
institutional pressures as organisations can actively differentiate from
competitors.
o Local resorts lead in channelling resorts’ collective responses to institutional
pressures through their employer association.
o Three patterns of strategic responses and HRM practices emerged: (1) similarity
across resorts; (2) diversity between local and international hotel chains; and (3)
diversity between high-end internal hotel chains and the rest of the resorts.
o Some heterogeneity in HR responses and practices is more evident between
international hotel that serve the high-end market and the rest (market
orientation) rather than local resorts versus international hotel chains.
o International hotel chains serving high-end markets find themselves more
comfortable to follow requirements of local laws and regulations and adopt more
progressive HRM practices than the rest of the resorts in the study. Other resorts,
local resorts in particular, are not able to adopt progressive HRM practices
because they lack the resources necessary for implementation of such practices.
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o Employees are attracted to work in international high-end resorts as these resorts
pay high service charge benefits, and employees can receive high tipping in
these resorts. In order to compete with these resorts, local resorts offer
contingent rewards to professional employees and provide them with flexible
work arrangements.
o Some HRM practices or parts of some HRM practices such as recruitment and
selection, employment agreements and job description, termination of
employees, leave entitlements, social engagement programs and some
compensation benefits (eg Ramadan bonus, service charge and pension
schemes) more closely follow local conditions, while others, such as 360 degree
performance appraisal, formal exit interviews, employee empowerment,
employee survey, mentoring, succession planning, cross-exposure training and
some progressive compensation practices (R&R, competitive compensation
surveys, managerial bonus scheme and guest comments bonus scheme) more
closely follow internal and international conditions.
o International hotel chains entertain the availability of a global resource-base
which helps them carry out certain progressive HRM practices such as training
and development activities.
o Diversity exists not in which HRM practices are adopted but how they are
adopted.
o Diversity in strategic responses and HRM practices are also driven by factors
such as continual change in the institutional environment and continual entry of
new players to the industry.
o There is reciprocity between local resorts and international hotel chains in terms
of their HRM practices.
o Connectivity and employee mobility explain the homogeneity of strategic
responses and HRM practices in the organisational field despite a number of
factors that drive heterogeneity of responses and practices in organisations.
o The industry leads largely in one direction (convergence).
o Organisational subfields to some extent vary from practice to practice.

229

7.8. Major recurring themes
7.8.1. Dynamic nature of institutional context, strategic responses and practices
The study highlights that the institutional environment in the Maldives and the
organisational field in which resorts operate are ambiguous and unstable, resulting in
conflicting pressures. The government policies, employment laws and regulations keep
changing, communication of them to relevant stakeholders, and implementation of them
are not effective. As a result, there is informal interaction between HR actors and
relevant government departments. Similarly, the sources of human resource supply (for
example, national education and training system) are still in the making. For example,
as findings in Chapter 5 highlight, human resources (managerial and non-managerial
employees) were supplied from varying sources instead of a well-established
community of professional institutes and universities as in developed countries.
Professionalization has also been gathering speed as a result of HR actors’ responses to
imperfections in the education and training system and increased engagement of
managers in social and professional networks. As Section 6.2 highlights, new players
(new local resorts as well as international hotel chains) have also been entering the
tourism industry increasing uncertainty and competition for skilled labour.
The findings also highlight that strategic responses are changing and compliance does
not last long. For example, Section 4.4 highlights that some resorts (e.g. C) which
initially made efforts to meet the requirements of the employment legislation have gone
back to the practices that had been in place before the law came into effect (ceremonial
compliance). This means that HR actors are testing and re-testing legitimacy in the
changing institutional context. With regard to HRM practices, the findings illustrate
how practices developed as a response to a specific institutional situation gradually lose
their significance as the institutional context changes. How resorts deal with the
situations where changes are brought into the employment laws and regulations
exemplify this.

7.8.2. Decoupling
The study highlights that while institutional processes within the organisational field
largely generate isomorphism among resorts, they also lead to a tendency towards
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decoupling. As Figure 7.1 depicts, decoupling (conceal and buffer tactics) is the most
dominant strategic response to coercive institutional pressures, and HRM practices are
adopted ceremonially. According to Han and Koo (2010), decoupling explains the
institutional processes which characterise selective and partial adoption of norms and
standards. Decoupling is more likely when and where organisations face conflicting
expectations from environments and when organisations respond to regulatory demands
(Sutton and Dobbin, 1996), or when environmental pressures towards conformity meet
resistance within organisations. Decoupling is also likely when the institutional
pressures are ambiguous and changing which leaves organisations substantial latitude to
construct meaning. In the case of HRM practices in resorts, decoupling is one of the
outcomes of ambiguity in the meaning of institutional requirements. HR actors take
advantage of the latitude available for them to redefine or modify the core aspects of
institutionalised programs to suit their interests. For example, the findings from Chapter
4 show that as the law is not clear about whether the prayer break time should be
counted as working hours or not, some resort managers do not include break times as
part of working hours.

7.9. A model of institutional forces shaping HRM practices
This chapter, which discussed the empirical findings of the study and their theoretical
underpinnings, concludes with an evaluation of the concepts and underlying
assumptions of the theoretical insights reviewed in Chapter 2. Figure 7.3 below
illustrates a model developed for the shaping of HRM practices in light of empirical
results discussed in this chapter.
The findings show that there is a high level of interplay between institutional context
and organisations in the shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the Maldives. The
model recognises these interactions as two-directional, i.e. resorts not only conform to
institutional pressures (e.g. employment laws and regulations) but also influence and
sometimes eventually change them. The model shows that strategic responses to
institutional pressures and organisational (HRM) practices result from active agency
(HR actors’ decision making). Empowered by their newly found rights by the
Constitution and employment legislation, non-managerial employees put pressure on
HR decisions through individual agency (for example, employee turnover) or collective
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agency (for example, employee strikes and petitions). Legitimacy and efficiency are
outcomes of institutional demands as well as outcomes of strategic responses and HRM
practices, thus shown using two-directional arrows.
In this model strategic responses and HRM practices as listed in Tables 4.2 and 7.2 can
be shown in the four quadrants under the heading strategic responses and HRM
practices in order to show the similarity and diversity in the organisational field (in the
industry). These quadrants are based on the empirical classification of tourist resorts
that participated in this study as identified in Figure 7.3.
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Figure 7.4: A model of shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the Maldives
MACRO AND FIELD-LEVEL INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT:
Type
Source and mechanism of institutional forces
Foreign employment regulation
Employment legislation
Coercive
Employment related provisions in the Constitution
Tourism Employee Association (TEAM)
Parent’s formalisation-based integration mechanism
National education and training systems
Presence of expatriate employees
Normative
Emphasis on education and experience in the selection process
HR and management consultants
Employee and managerial transfer
Corporate culture
Local workforce characteristics and perceptions
New entrants
Employee mobility and informal networks
Mimetic
Industry vulnerability and uncertainty
Industry associations
Hotel-chain management structure

The role of HR actors

Strength
Moderate
Moderate
Moderate
Moderate
Strong
Weak
Strong
Moderate
Moderate
Strong
Strong
Strong
Strong
Strong
Strong
Weak
Strong

Strategies of non-managerial
employees
Employee turnover (individual
agency)
Strikes/ petitions (collective agency)

Interpreting various pressures &
reconciling them to the needs of
the organisation

RESORTS’ STRATEGIC RESPONSES AND HRM PRACTICES
International hotel chains

Local resorts

High-end
segment

Strategic responses
(Refer to Table 4.2)

Strategic responses
(Refer to Table 4.2)

HRM practices
(Refer to Table 7.2)

HRM practices
(Refer to Table 7.2)
Strategic responses
(Refer to Table 4.2)

High-end Strategic responses
/Mid-class (Refer to Table 4.2)
segment
HRM practices
(Refer to Table 7.2)

HRM practices
(Refer to Table 7.2)

Efficiency
- Reducing costs & Improving
performance

Legitimacy
- Enhancing reputation
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7.10. Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted that resorts in the Maldives are faced with various
coercive, mimetic and normative forces. However, the sources of these forces take
different forms than some of the institutional literature suggests. The strength of these
institutional forces also varies ranging from strong to moderate to weak. The analysis of
the findings highlights a high level of interaction between the institutional forces,
actions of HR actors and employees in influencing the way resorts manage people. HR
actors reconcile various demands and preferences of stakeholders to the divergent needs
of the organisation. The strategic choices that HR actors make and the resulting HRM
practices adopted in resorts are largely similar although some degree of diversity exists,
supporting the premises of institutional theory. While some of the diversity is attributed
to the ownership differences, others are found to be more aligned with the level of
services that the resorts provide or with the markets they serve (market orientation).
Having discussed the empirical findings in relation to the theoretical considerations,
Chapter 8 will now highlight the contributions that this study has made to theory and
practice, policy and managerial implications. Limitations and directions for future
research will also be highlighted.
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8 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

8.1

Introduction

This final chapter provides a summary of the study, and highlights the contributions,
implications and limitations of the study and directions for future research. Section 8.2
provides key findings of the study. Section 8.3 details the contributions of the study.
Section 8.3.1 provides the theoretical contributions. Section 8.3.2 highlights the
methodological strength of the study. Section 8.4 details the managerial implications of
the findings. Section 8.5 highlights the limitation of the study and directions for future
research. Section 8.6 provides the conclusion.

8.2

Summary of the findings

The key research problem addressed in this study was: “How do institutional forces and
HR actors shape HRM practices in self-contained tourist resorts in the Maldives?” An
extensive and critical review of the literature in Chapter 2 led to the emergence of the
following research questions:
RQ 1: How do institutional forces affect the shaping of HRM practices in resorts in the
Maldives?
RQ 2: How do HR actors in resorts in the Maldives respond to institutional forces?
RQ 3: To what extent do institutional forces, strategic responses, and HRM practices
vary between resorts that belong to international hotel chains and local resorts in the
Maldives?
To address these questions, the study adopted institutional theory perspective. The
review of the existing literature applying an institutional perspective to HRM (in
Chapter 2) showed institutional theory, in particular its stream of organisational
analysis, has not been fully exploited in research on organisational behaviour in small
developing countries such as the Maldives which are undergoing institutional change.
The major change in the institutional environment taking place in the Maldives provides
a unique context for further elaborating concepts of institutional and organisational
theories.
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To tackle these analytical problems in the existing research, the study applied
institutional theory empirically in multiple case studies of the resorts sector in the
Maldives.
In short, the findings suggest that institutional pressures are not deterministic of HRM
practices in resorts in the Maldives. This is because the institutional forces that exist in
the Maldivian institutional environment in general are in flux, and are largely not strong
enough to be deterministic. As a result, HR actors in resorts make strategic choice in
responding to these institutional forces and selecting HRM practices. As discussed in
Section 7.3, HR actors’ strategic responses to institutional pressures also differ from
Oliver’s (1991) strategic responses framework applied in this study. HR actors’
responses to institutional forces and their selection of HRM practices are also
influenced by the perceptions and actions of employees. HR actors face a strong
pressure from employees in the form of employee protests, petitions and turnover (voice
and exit) to meet institutional requirements in their favour. As discussed in Section 7.7,
the study suggests that both local resorts and international hotel chains operating in the
Maldives face more or less a similar set of institutional pressures, although formal
control and some normative integration mechanisms are more prevalent in international
hotel chains than in local resorts. The study highlights three patterns of strategic
responses and HRM practices: (1) similarity across the resorts; (2) diversity between
local resorts and international hotel chains – ownership types; and (3) diversity between
international high-end resorts and the rest of the resorts – market orientation. Reasons
for each of these patterns are also outlined.

8.3
8.3.1

Evaluation of the research contributions
Theoretical contributions

In answering research questions one and two, and meeting corresponding research
objectives one and two as presented in 1.2 and 1.3 respectively, the first contribution
this research makes is that it adopts an institutional-based view of HRM strategies and
practices which yielded several important new insights. An institutional-based view of
organisational HRM practices, multiple levels of analysis, in this study allowed the
researcher to gain further insight into the interaction between the institutions,
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organisations (HR actors), strategic choices and HRM practices. Burton et al. (2008)
point out that institutional scholars often limit their focus of institutional theory to
cultural institutions. This study used DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983), Scott’s (1995) and
Oliver’s (1991) institutional frameworks to gain a more nuanced insight into the
institutional forces that act on organisational strategies and HRM practices. As
discussion in Chapter 7, the study thus elaborates and advances concepts of institutional
theory in relation to strategic perspectives and HRM choices.
As the research sought a contextualised understanding of the effects of institutional
forces on HRM practices, the study explored the applicability of key concepts of
institutional theory and HRM in the unique context of resorts in the Maldives. Because
the findings on research question one highlighted the effects of institutional pressures
on Maldivian resorts and HRM practices they adopt, light was shed on the exact nature
of the institutional forces that were of importance to the case study organisations (selfcontained resorts in the Maldives). This study showed how an institutional context in
flux affects organisational-level processes such as HRM.
Second, the findings with regard to the role of HR actors (human agency) mediating the
institutional pressure in relation to the shaping of HRM practices highlight that HR
actors are not passive recipients of institutional forces (Battilana et al., 2009). Instead,
HR actors are strategic, creative and take advantage of opportunities that arise from the
institutional environment, highlighting the importance of managerial actions in
managing institutional forces. The role of actors in the process of shaping HRM
practices in resorts in the Maldives supports van Gestel and Nyberg’s (2009) and
Rupidara and McGraw’s (2011) argument that reconciling institutional and individual
demands to organisational needs is not straightforward.
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Third, as discussed in Section 7.3.4, by highlighting how non-managerial employees,
empowered by their new found employment rights through the new Constitution and
employment legislation, influence the managerial decisions in relation to the
employment legislation and HRM, this study provides a complementary explanation for
institutional effects (Robson et al., 1996). From an institutional perspective, employees
are one of the stakeholder groups that legitimise the organisational actions upon which
organisations depend for their success and survival (Suchman, 1995). Hence,
managerial action in the shaping or adoption of HRM practices can also be influenced
by employee attitudes towards the practice.
Figure 8.1: Key contributions from research questions one and two

Key contributions from research questions one and two









Findings shed light on an institutional and strategic view to HRM
practices.
Uses DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) ‘three isomorphic processes’, and
Scott’s (1995) ‘three pillars’ to provide detailed insights into the effects of
institutional forces on HRM practices.
Uses Oliver’s (1991) ‘strategic response’ framework to analyse the
strategic choices organisations make in relation to HRM when faced with
institutional pressures.
Identify new categories of strategic responses that HR actors make
(managerial determined opportunism, proactive, innovative development)
in relation to institutional requirements such as the employment
legislation.
Identifies the exact nature of the institutional forces that were of
importance to the case study organisations.
Highlights the strategic, creative and opportunistic role of HR actors in
managing the institutional environment.
Sheds light on organisational-level HRM practices in an institutional
context which is in flux.

In answering the research question three and meeting corresponding aim as presented in
1.2 and 1.3 respectively, as discussed in Sections 2.6.2 and 7.7.6, this study added to the
earlier knowledge of organisational fields consisting of subfields (Coser et al., 1982).
The findings of this study highlight that there is some degree of diversity in strategic
responses and HRM practices between: (1) local resorts and international hotel chains
(ownership type); and (2) international high-end resorts and the rest of the resorts
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(market orientation). As Table 7.2 depicts, diversity in some cases is not limited to a
certain subgroup and subfields sometimes differ from practice to practice. This supports
the notion that such subfields cannot be identified solely using objective criteria or they
cannot be defined priori (Coser et al., 1982).
By examining strategic responses and HRM practices in organisations with different
characteristics (for example, local resorts and international hotel chains), as discussed in
Section 7.3, this study identifies HRM practices or part of these practices in
international hotel chains operating in the Maldives that follow local conditions as well
as those follow internal or international conditions, with underlying reasons. Therefore,
this research contributes to one of the key international human resource management
(IHRM) debates about the extent to which foreign-owned multinational corporation
(MNC) subsidiaries diverge from or converge to local firms with respect to their HRM
practices (Björkman and Lervik, 2007; Mellahi et al., 2013).

Figure 8.2: Key contributions from research question three

Key contributions from research question three





Identifies how institutional forces, strategic choices and HRM practices
vary between enterprises.
Identifies institutional and organisation-specific factors explaining
similarities or variety in institutional forces, strategic responses and HRM
practices.
Uses Coser et al.’s (1982) ‘organisational subfield’ to explain the
diversity of institutional forces, strategic responses and HRM practices in
organisations.
Contributes to the IHRM debates about the extent to which foreign-owned
MNC subsidiaries diverge from or converge to local firms with respect to
their HRM practices by identifying HRM practices that are more likely to
follow local conditions and those more likely to follow internal and
international conditions, and underlying reasons.
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8.3.2

Methodological strengths

The focus on ‘how’ is one of the major strengths of this thesis. HRM scholars argue that
‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are required to further theory development in HRM (Fey et
al., 2004; Sumelius, 2009a; Truss and Gill, 2005). However, few studies involving
institutional and HRM have gone beyond asking ‘what’ questions (Bruton et al., 2008;
Paauwe, 2009). Emphasis in institutional and HRM research has been placed on the
analysis of outcomes (e.g. homogeneity of HR practices) not on the isomorphic
processes that shape the outcomes (Schneiberg and Clemens, 2006). Institutional and
HRM research also lacks perspectives from multiple actors. As a result, there have been
calls to include groups of organisational actors that may influence the selection of
organisational practices in the analysis of institutionalisation process (e.g., Björkman et
al., 2008; Dacin et al., 2002; Kostova and Roth, 2002; Oliver, 1991; Scott, 2001).
Some scholars raise concerns that the use of case studies in business and HRM research
has been largely been positivistic (Piekkari et al., 2009). The use of a large number of
cases at the expense of depth, data quantification and presentation of them through
complex data display, a lack of focus on individual case and selection of cases, based on
statistical sampling rather than theoretical criterion-based sampling contribute to this
“implicit positivism” (Piekkari et al., 2009, p.577). Some of the other concerns with
regard to qualitative data collection are centred on interviews as the only data collection
method, and/or the weaknesses associated with interviews as a method of data
collection as discussed in Section 3.5.2.
Despite the calls to address the issues raised above in qualitative research, these issues
still recur. A methodological strength of this thesis is that this research addresses these
issues. This thesis does so by adopting a qualitative multiple case study approach,
selecting cases using criterion-based sampling and taking into account the views of
various levels of managers, employees and other stakeholders, using a variety of
sources for data collection.
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8.4

Policy and managerial implications

The findings from this study have policy implications for the Maldivian policy makers
(especially in the area of tourism and HR) and managerial implications for selfcontained resorts in general and the case study resorts in particular.

8.4.1

Policy implications

The findings from Chapter 4 highlighted a number of weaknesses on the policy front
which contributed to the weak coercive pressures such as the employment legislation in
the Maldives. These weaknesses include: the lack of stakeholder consultations;
communications and coordination deficiencies among the relevant government
departments,

between

industry

stakeholders

and

government

departments;

implementing policies contradictory to each other, frequent changes of policies, and the
way they have been implemented; corruption within government departments; weak
labour inspection regimes; and a lack of commitment to law enforcement. Therefore, in
order to fully realize the objectives of government HR and tourism policies in general,
and employment legislation in particular, it is recommended that the government of the
Maldives consider the following suggestions in order to provide an enabling
environment for better employment relations in the tourism sector.
First, the government may consider the general behaviour of the various tourism and
HR stakeholders, and consult with them when creating HR and tourism policies or
programs to enhance their effectiveness. They may also improve communication among
the various stakeholders in order to design and implement policies or programs more
effectively.
Second, as discussed by Godard (2002), a one-size-fits-all approach may not work well
when it comes to governing employment relations in industries which are different in
terms of the context and nature of their operations. This study points to the need for a
different approach to employment relations in the tourism industry. Resorts in the
Maldives are unique, and the context within which they operate should be considered in
the design and implementation of policies aimed at regulating them. The findings show
that this is one of the reasons why the legislation has not been realistically grounded in
stakeholders’ preferences. Similarly, the study highlights that HR actors bend
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regulations such as the Foreign Employment Regulation and the expatriate-to-local
employment ratio as these regulations do not reflect the true needs of the industry. Due
to the economic significance of these resorts, the government needs to ensure that the
employment relation policies and regulations do not damage their regional or
international competitiveness while also ensuring that, due to market and competitive
pressures, resorts “do not compete through the systematic violation of labour rights”
(Anner, 2008, p.59).
Third, the study highlights that one of the reasons why resort managers do not fully
comply with government policy requirements is the absence of strong monitoring and
inspection mechanisms.

One of the most crucial components of employment law

enforcement is labour inspection. “While labour laws provide an important framework
for policy, without an adequate system of enforcement, they run the risk of remaining
declarations of good intentions” (Anner, 2008, p.42). It is recommended that the
government therefore ratify International Labour Organisation (ILO) Labour Inspection
Convention (Convention No.81) and adopt its recommendations to strengthen the law
enforcement mechanisms and to achieve the objectives of the employment legislation.
In the absence of unions in the Maldives, an efficient labour inspection mechanism may
be crucial to protect employment rights and improve employee working conditions. It is
recommended that the government ensures that inspection regimes are free from
political interference, and that adequate resources are dedicated to enforcement (Anner,
2008).
However, a government may not be able to maintain the state resources dedicated to
enforcement in the long term (Anner, 2008). Therefore, given the resource constraints in
developing countries such as in the Maldives, while strengthening the enforcement
mechanisms, the policy makers may also gradually adopt alternative approaches to
employment law enforcement, for example, designing and providing incentive and
disincentive structures to motivate employers to comply with the legislation (Burton and
Chelius, 1997) and mandating employee committees to perform the role of monitoring
in order to avoid the need for direct government monitoring (Godard, 2002). The
government may also consider decentralising the law enforcement tasks to local
councils depending on their capacity to perform the tasks in order to address the
geographic challenges of workplace inspection and law enforcement. With a lack of
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capacity or resources to ensure compliance, government may also encourage vigorous
civil society to emerge to fill this void (Surroca et al., 2013).
Overall, the findings from Chapter 4 highlight how managers can use various strategies
to avoid employment laws and regulations, and point to loop holes and gaps, in the
employment law and regulations, that need closing. While the employment law and
regulations presented in this research contain new employment rights and extensions of
existing rights, it is conceivable that managers will continue to find ways and means to
circumvent the laws and regulations as they see fit. Hence, the policymakers need to
consider how better to realise the objectives of the employment legislation (Head and
Lucas, 2004).
The findings from Chapter 5 identify the national education and training system as a
weak source of normative isomorphism. The national education system and the labour
market policies do not seem to be helping address the dual nature of the labour market:
high unemployment and skills shortage. As a result, resort managers find it challenging
to acquire employees with skills required to provide world-class services to their
customers. Therefore, it is recommended that the government consider creating a
workforce that works for the tourism industry (resorts in particular). This could be
achieved by making the national education system, the TVET system in particular, more
demand-driven so that there is a better fit of graduates with the changing employment
needs (Leat and El-Kot, 2007). The findings from Chapter 5 demonstrate that the
government is using some normative means such as ‘the national human resource
development award’ and resort managers forums and seminars to disseminate HRM
practices. While improving these practices, the government may promote and encourage
international hotel chains such as Resort A (an MNC subsidiary) to act as role models
and disseminate successful and progressive HRM practices among resorts (Cooke,
2011). The findings from 5.4.5 suggest that the HRM practices of prestigious
international hotel chains are perceived by HR actors in other resorts as appropriate to
be implemented in their resorts.
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8.4.2

Managerial implications

The managerial implications of the study centre around three areas: the institutional
environment in the Maldives, managerial behaviour and employee perceptions in the
case study organisations, and the resorts’ approach to managing people. Although
focusing on a specific industry and location, the results allow making some remarks of
wider importance. These remarks are presented below.
First, from a strategic management point of view, one of the key issues of the
institutional view of business strategy is its emphasis on the institutional constraints of
business operations. Although such constraints are of particular relevance in countries
undergoing institutional change, an understanding of the local institutional context is
important when operating foreign businesses in any country (Rosenzweig and Nohria,
1994). Despite the process of globalisation along with increasing harmonisation of
business environments in different parts of the world, the power of the host country
institutional environment in accounting for HRM practices should not be
underestimated (Myloni et al., 2004). Adapting to the local institutional environment is
important for organisations to achieve legitimacy and to be successful in the long term.
The findings of this study (Chapter 4) show that the institutional environment is not
always a constraint but can sometimes be an enabling force.
Second, this study highlights that HR actors prefer to ‘appear to be good’ in the eyes of
external stakeholders over pleasing their employees. The results also showed that resort
managers find new ways to create and meet demands of the business environment in
order to survive in the competitive market. From this point of view, the strategic
adaptation is characterised by ‘agility’. The nature of the industry as a customer service
sector could be an explanatory factor here. However, when it comes to improving
employment services and adopting and sustaining progressive HRM practices in resorts,
management attitude seems to be characterised by ‘inertia’ (Wright and McMahan,
1992). Given the tight local labour market conditions (Najeeb, 2011b) and the
prevailing tendency of employee turnover and protests in resorts, managers need to
understand that achieving legitimacy in the eyes of employees and external legitimacy
(in the eyes of other stakeholders) is not an either-or choice for them but both are
essential requirements that need to be sought simultaneously. Both legitimacy and
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financial performance are required for long term survival, and they need to be balanced
(Boon et al., 2009; Paauwe, 2004). Although the luxurious location and beautiful setting
of resorts in the Maldives attract customers, these things do not attract employees.
Therefore there is a need to employ proactive approaches to manage people in resorts.
Third, the study points out that the resorts’ dominant strategic response to the
institutional forces in general, and coercive pressures such as the employment
legislation in particular is decoupling, which is often referred to as organisational
hypocrisy (Krasner, 1999). This could lead to cynicism among employees and external
stakeholders. Employees seem to be aware of managers’ decoupling behaviour.
Therefore, if decoupling or cynical behaviour continues, it could bring dysfunctional
consequences such as employee distrust towards management (Han and Koo, 2010).
Decoupling is evident not only in strategic responses but is also prevalent in HRM
practices in resorts. Some HRM practices fade away soon, while others do not add value
to the employee experience compared to practices that exist in some other resorts. This
could happen for two reasons. First, these practices may have been adopted for
legitimacy reasons. Second, these practices may have been adopted through mimetic
processes (employees moving from one resort to another) with genuine interest to
benefit employees and organisations. However, when new ideas and norms travel across
boundaries, a substantial amount of work such as encoding, decoding, translating,
editing, and enacting ideas ensues. In this process these practices may be distorted or
misrepresented (Rupidara and McGraw, 2011). Therefore, HR actors need to reduce
errors that may arise from such symbolic work and help organisations to successfully
adopt and implement institutionalised practices (Han and Koo, 2010).
Fourth, the findings on employee attitudes and workforce characteristics in Chapter 6
highlight the changing nature of the local labour market and employee needs. Local
employees have become more dynamic than ever before and are more discerning about
workplace opportunities. While money is the major motivating factor for them to work
in resorts, they also increasingly expect a job that offers autonomy and opportunity to
further develop their skills. They prefer things to be clearly and logically explained, and
expect swift responses to their demands. In order to manage a workforce with such
characteristics, resort managers need to be equipped with people management skills,
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and management policies and procedures should reflect these characteristics (Tsai,
2010). Drawing on contingency theory, which focuses on the interplay between external
organisational environments and management structures and styles, Nijssen and Paauwe
(2012) suggest that organisations operating in a dynamic environment are best served
by an organic, employee-centred management style.
Fifth, the findings show that different categories of resort workers feel differently when
it comes to the impact of institutional forces such as employment legislation. For
instance, core workers (employees working in guest relations) in some resorts see little
positives of the legislation as they enjoy better benefits than their non-core colleagues.
The pressure to comply with the legislation comes primarily from non-core workers.
Similarly, different professional groups have different norms and different expectations
about HRM practices (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Lengnick-Hall et al. (2009, p.76)
suggest that it is important “to consider both political aspects of HRM implementation
and the perception of HR priorities and expertise by different groups within the
organisation”. HR architecture in an organisation tends to vary depending on the types
of employee groups involved (Paauwe and Boselie, 2003). Therefore, HR actors need to
consider perspectives from different groups of workers when responding to institutional
forces, as well as designing and implementing HRM practices so that differentiated HR
strategy to suit different employee groups can be adopted (Jackson and Schuler, 1995;
Snell, 1992).

8.5

Limitations and directions for future research

The findings of this study must be interpreted keeping in mind the limitations of this
study. The findings and these limitations form a basis for future research.
First, theoretically, the institutional approach taken by this research has its limitations,
as the interface between organisations and environment consisted of both institutional
and technical features. The major emphasis in this study is on institutional forces; as a
result, this study might not have captured a full picture of technical aspects in the
shaping of HRM practices (Rosenthal, 1995). Therefore, future research could focus on
the factors identified in Paauwe’s (2004) ‘contextually based human resource theory’
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(product market, institutional environment and organisational configuration on HRM) in
order to fully understand the factors involved in the shaping of HRM in organisations.
Consistent with Sheehan and Presenza (2011) and Burns and Wholey (1993), the
findings of this study highlight the difficulty associated with empirically separating
normative mechanisms from mimetic processes. Similarly, the study found it
challenging to empirically identify the motives of adoption of certain HRM practices
through mimetic processes, whether certain practices were adopted for legitimacy
reasons or efficiency reasons or both. Therefore, future research could focus on these
issues in data collection and analysis.
Second, the interpretations presented in this thesis are based on findings from within a
particular context. This study focused on a specific sector in a specific institutional
environment. The rapidly changing Maldivian institutional environment means it is
uncertain the extent to which the findings of this study can be applied to other
institutional contexts. Similarly, the nature of the empirical cases, self-contained tourist
resorts in the tourism industry in the Maldives, limits the scope for generalisation based
on analysis of the results. These resorts are idiosyncratic cases in many aspects, such as
dominant operation modes (ownership and control), their being ‘off limits’ to the
Maldivian people except employees who then become socially isolated. Therefore, the
results may not be relevant to other service industries or manufacturing industries that
operate based on different logics and protocols.
However, the criteria used for the selection of cases for this study have reduced the
chance of idiosyncratic findings. As the findings represent specific experiences of the
seven cases studied, application of these findings should take into consideration the
unique attributes of the Maldivian institutional environment, its IR system and the
tourism industry. Although statistical generalisations cannot be made, the findings from
this study provide valuable insights to be applied more widely in the study of strategic
choices that organisations make in relation to the institutional environment and the
HRM practices they adopt as a result. These insights may provide a basis for future
researchers to develop quantitative measures to test or further develop the inferences
drawn. These further works may then allow for statistical generalisations to be made.
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The findings of this study emphasise characteristics of the institutional environment on
the one hand, and features specific to case studies on the other. Accordingly, future
research could consider data from other sectors or industries so that different
configurations of the relationship between HRM and institutional environment and a
more profound interplay between institutional processes at different levels could be
explored. Similarly, as only comparative empirical research can help illuminate whether
similar patterns exist in other countries (Björkman et al., 2007), future research could
study institutional environments and the HRM relationship in other countries with
different characteristics. Future research could also explore the issues examined in this
thesis across different organisational functions such as marketing and finance.

Third, this study shows that the institutional environment in the Maldives is dynamic in
nature. Therefore, it is necessary to account for the institutional change. The shaping
and reshaping of HRM practices through interaction between HR actors and their
institutional environment is not a one-off event but an ongoing process (Bondarouk et
al., 2009; Tempel et al., 2006; van Gestel and Nyberg, 2009). This study was crosssectional in nature; however, the careful selection of cases and participants with a
retrospective perspective allowed the researcher to gain insight into a longer time period
than is typical cross-sectional research. Future research could consider adopting a
longitudinal approach so that how HRM changes over time could be better explored.

8.6

Summary and Conclusion

In summary, then, the findings of this study demonstrate the complexity of the
relationship between the institutional environment and HRM practices. There is a high
level of interplay between the institutional environment and HR actors, and between
stakeholders such as employees and HR actors in the process of responding to
institutional pressures such as the requirement for employment laws and regulations.
HR practices emerge in the process and/or as a result of these interactions. In the
shaping and reshaping of HRM practices, resort managers deal with the plethora of
institutional requirements, stakeholder preferences and divergent organisational interests
with difficulty. In this process, HR actors actively make sense of the institutional
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requirements and modify HRM practices in an effort to accommodate various
stakeholders’ perspectives and preferences. Normative and mimetic processes help HR
actors in this process. Understanding the coercive, normative and mimetic pressures
acting on organisations will thus assist HR managers in the effective management of
people in their organisations.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE / PROTOCOL

An institutional approach to understanding the shaping of Human Resource
Management (HRM) practices and their effects on the retention of employees in
self-contained resorts in the Maldives.
Respondents’ responses to this schedule of interview questions are entirely
voluntary and completely confidential. This interview protocol will be used to
conduct interviews. Responses from respondents will be greatly appreciated.
The interview approach is semi-structured. Open-ended questions provided in this
guide/protocol will guide the structure of the interview, and follow up questions will be
asked to go deeper into the subject. Moreover, respondents will be encouraged to
explain their response with examples.
Background information on the project
 Introduction of the interviewer and the research project
 Description of the content of the interview
Background Information of the interviewee
1) Can you please give me some background information on the organization you
belong to?
 How does your organization relate to the tourism industry in the Maldives?
 How long has the organization been established?
 How long have you been working in this organization?
 Can you please tell me about your career in general?
2) Can you please give me some background information on your position within the
organization?
 What is your position in the organization?
 How long have you been in this position?
 What is the nature of the work you are involved in?

HRM
3) How do you describe the employment relationship (management of people) in tourist
resorts in the Maldives?
4) In your opinion, what does your organization do well in terms of managing people?
5) In your opinion, how do practices related to employees affect them in tourist resorts
in the Maldives?
6) In your opinion, what employee-related practices influence employees to stay in
tourist resorts in the Maldives?
270

7) In your opinion what are the similarities and differences in the way people are being
managed in locally-owned and foreign-affiliated tourist resorts in the Maldives?

Institutional Aspects
8) In your opinion, how have things changed in the Maldives since 2005?
9) Could you describe important changes that have taken place during the last 5 years in
your organization or affecting your organization?
10) In your opinion, how have these changes affected the practices related to employees
in tourist resorts in the Maldives? How have these changes affected the way employees
are managed here?
11) Do you think practices related to employees adopted by foreign-affiliated resorts
influence such practices in locally-owned resorts? And vice versa? If so, how?
12) Which important changes have occurred with respect to laws and regulations that
affect you, your colleagues and organization?
13) Can you describe how these developments have affected the way employees are
managed here?
14) Can you describe how these developments affected your decision to stay here?
15) Can you describe the organization’s reaction to these changes?
16) How would you describe the compliance of resorts’ employee-related practices to
local laws and regulations?
17) How do you think professional employees in the resorts influence the practices of
their workplace?
18) In your opinion, how do resorts ensure that their employee-related practices are
acceptable to the wider society?

Thank you for your assistance through participating in this interview.
Should you have any complaints concerning the manner in which this study is being
conducted, please do not hesitate to contact the Secretary of the University of
Wollongong Human Research Ethics Committee on +61 2 4221 4457.
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

Participant Information Sheet
An institutional approach to understanding the shaping of Human Resource Management (HRM)
practices and their effects on the retention of employees in self-contained resorts in the Maldives.
Student Researcher: Ali Najeeb (+61413721479; +9607593509)
Principal Supervisor: Professor Mary Barrett (+61 2 4221 4991)
Co-Supervisor: Dr. Peter McLean (+61 2 4221 3647)
School of Management and Marketing
1.

The aim of this study is to gain a better understanding of effects of institutional mechanisms on the
shaping of Human Resource Management (HRM) practices and the subsequent effects on the retention
of employees in self-contained resorts in the Maldives.

2.

I will ask your views on these matters in a semi-structured interview (please see the enclosed
questions). I seek your honest views on these matters. You will not be asked, or expected, to reveal any
information about your organization which could be considered 'commercial in confidence', nor will
you be expected to tell the researcher information which you are not at liberty to reveal. Your
participation in this research is entirely voluntary and no information that you may give should lead to
the identification of any individual nor will it be disclosed in this or any other research project without
your knowledge and consent. Each interview will typically take about 60 minutes (1 hour) to complete
and will be conducted at time and place nominated by you. The interview will be audio-taped.
However, you are free to terminate the interview at any stage if you feel uncomfortable with the
direction or the content of the interview.

3.

Your confidentiality is preserved at all times. Tapes will be transcribed and interview notes will be
kept in locked, password protected files in the principal supervisor’s office at the University of
Wollongong. The data will only be accessible by research supervisors and the student researcher. Your
identity will be changed on any thesis or journal publication to preserve your confidentiality. While
research findings will be shared with the participating organizations, participant responses will be
reported in such a way that individual comments will not be identifiable by the organizations. Your
identity will not be reported to any organization. The findings of this research will be used for thesis
and/or journal publications.

4.

If at anytime subsequent to the interview you wish to withdraw or change any of the comments you
have made, you are more than welcome to contact the student researcher at +61413721479 or
+9607593509, or an596@uow.edu.au, who will effect your instructions in this matter.

5.

You are free to withdraw from this study at anytime. Your withdrawal will not in any way affect your
treatment at your organization, nor any present or future relationship with the University of
Wollongong.

6.

If you have any questions at anytime about this research, you are welcome to phone or email the
student researcher (+61413721479 or +9607593509 or an596@uow.edu.au), or Professor Mary Barett
(+61 2 4221 4991 or mbarrett@uow.edu.au), Dr Peter McLean (+61 2 4221 3647 or
pmclean@uow.edu.au), at anytime.

7.

If you have any concerns or complaints regarding the way in which this research is conducted, you
should contact the Secretary of the University of Wollongong Human Research Ethics Committee on
+61 2 4221 4457.
Thank you for your interest in this study.

We value your comments.
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM

Consent Form

An institutional approach to understanding the shaping of Human Resource Management (HRM)
practices and their effects on the retention of employees in self-contained resorts in the Maldives.
Student Researcher: Ali Najeeb (+61413721479; +9607593509)
Principal Supervisor: Professor Mary Barrett (+61 2 4221 4991)
Co-Supervisor: Dr. Peter McLean (+61 2 4221 3647)
School of Management and Marketing
I have been given information about the research ‘an institutional approach to understanding the shaping
of HRM practices and their subsequent effects on the retention of employees in self-contained resorts in
the Maldives’ and discussed the research project with Ali Najeeb who is conducting this research as part of
a PhD supervised by Professor Mary Barrett and Dr Peter McLean in the School of Management and
Marketing at the University of Wollongong.
I understand that agreeing to take part means that I am willing to:



Be interviewed
Allow the interview to be audio taped

I have been advised that there are no known potential risks or burdens associated with this research, and
have had an opportunity to ask Ali Najeeb any questions I may have about the research and my
participation.
I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary, I am free to refuse to participate and I am
free to withdraw from the research at anytime. My refusal to participate or withdrawal of consent will not
affect my treatment by my employer in anyway, nor will it affect any present or future relationship with
the University of Wollongong.
If I have any enquiries about the research, I can contact Ali Najeeb (+61413721479 or +9607593509 or
an596@uow.edu.au), or Professor Mary Barrett (+61 2 4221 4991 or mbarrett@uow.edu.au), Dr Peter
McLean (+61 2 4221 3647 or pmclean@uow.edu.au), if I have any concerns or complaints regarding the
way research is or has been conducted, I can contact the Complaints Officer, Human Research Ethics
Committee, University of Wollongong on +61 2 4221 4457.
By signing below I am consenting to participate in the research entitled An institutional approach to
understanding the shaping of Human Resource Management (HRM) practices and their effects on the
retention of employees in self-contained resorts in the Maldives, conducted by Ali Najeeb as it has been
described to me in the information sheet and in discussion with him. If follow-up information is required
for this research, I give the researcher permission to contact me again. I understand that the data collected
from my participation will be used for thesis and/or journal publication, and I consent for it to be used in
that manner.
Signed

Date

………………………………………………
…………..

…………..

Name (Please print)
………………………………………………
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APPENDIX D: SUMMARY OF INTERVIEWEES’ PROFILE
No

Resort/org

Hierarchy/interview
codes

Nationality

Job title

1

A

HRM39

UK

HR Director

2

A

NME42

Maldivian

PA to the MD

3

A

NME38

Indian

Accounts Executive

4

A

SNM41

UK

General Manager

5

A

NME44

Maldivian

Butler/Mr. Friday Supervisor

6

A

NME43

Maldivian

Housekeeper

7

A

LNM40

Maldivian

Outlet Manager

8

B

NME49

Maldivian

HR Office Attendant

9

B

LNM48

Maldivian

Dive Manager

10

B

SNM46

Maldivian

Owner Representative

11

B

HRM45

Maldivian

Human Resource Director

12

B

NME47

Maldivian

Sales and Marketing Officer

13

B

NME51

Maldivian

Boat Captain /Driver

14

B

NME50

Maldivian

Waiter

15

C

SNM30

Maldivian

General Manager

16

C

LNM06

Maldivian

Spa Manager

17

C

NME03

Maldivian

waiter

18

C

NME022

Maldivian

Sports Assistant

19

C

HRM01

Maldivian

HR Manager

20

C

LNM05

Maldivian

F&B Supervisor

21

C

LNM04

Maldivian

Assistant Laundry Manager

22

D

SNM13

German

Resident Manager

23

D

NME08

Maldivian

Housekeeping Supervisor

24

D

NME11

Maldivian

Assistant Maintenance Manager

25

D

NME10

Maldivian

Front Office Supervisor

26

D

NME09

Maldivian

Chef de Partie

27

D

LNM07

Maldivian

Restaurant Manager

28

D

HRM12

Maldivian

Assistant HR Manager

29

E

LNM28

Sri Lankan

F&B Manager

30

E

SNM27

Sri Lankan

Resident Manager

31

E

NME24

Sri Lankan

Senior Housekeeping Supervisor

32

E

NME26

Indian

Assistant Supervisor Garden

33

E

NME25

Maldivian

Senior Room Boy

34

E

NME23

Sri Lankan

Human Resource Assistant

35

E

HRM29

Maldivian

Former HR manager

36

F

NME22

Maldivian

Sales and Reservations Executive

37

F

SNM20

South African

General Manager

38

F

NME19

Indian

Chief Gardner

39

F

NME18

Maldivian

Transport Supervisor

40

F

NME17

Maldivian

Canteen Supervisor
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41

F

HRM16

Indonesian

Human Resource Manager

42

F

LNM21

Maldivian

Restaurant Manager

43

G

HRM31

Maldivian

Assistant HR Manager

44

G

NME37

Maldivian

Front Office Supervisor

45

G

NME35

Maldivian

Waiter

46

G

NME36

Indonesian

Head Gardener

47

G

LNM33

Maldivian

F&B Operations Manager

48

G

SNM32

Australian

General Manager

49

G

NME34

Maldivian

Electrician

50

G

HRM56

Australian

Corporate Vice President HR

51

Government

GO52

Maldivian

PS

52

Government

GO53

Maldivian

Former Director

53

GO57

Maldivian

Former SG

INE54

Maldivian

Director Diving

INE55

Maldivian

Director Corporate Affairs

56

Government
Industry
expert
Industry
expert
TEAM

TEAM14

Maldivian

Secretary General

57

TEAM

TEAM15

Maldivian

Vice President

54
55

Key
HRM
LNM
SNM

Managerial level human resource portfolios
Line managers
Senior managers

NME
GO
INE
TEAM

Non‐managerial employees
Senior government officials
Industry experts
Tourism Employee Association executives
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